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Managing Time: Best Practices for Course Credit Hour Calculations 

Session Description:  
 Providing clear direction up front in syllabi 

promotes academic rigor and helps students 
understand how to be successful in a course. This 
session will present best practices for calculating 
course credit hours to provide clear direction to 
students regarding expectations for the amount of 
time to be spent on the individual components of 
course work assigned. This session will discuss 
how to ensure you are assigning an appropriate 
amount of work overall, as well as how to make 
activity calculations for common student tasks 
such as reading, writing papers, preparing oral 
presentations, and working in groups. Practices for 
planning faculty workload time to ensure the 
appropriate amount of direct instruction hours will 
also be discussed.  
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Session Learning Objectives:  

– Comprehend core concepts for Carnegie unit credit hour course calculations. 
– Understand why specifying time-on-task calculations are important. 
– Secure access to resources for planning time-on-task calculations. 

 



What are Course Credit Hour Calculations? 

The Carnegie Unit (1906)  
Serves as an objective measure of: 

– Total learning time spent by a student in a course 
– Total instruction time spent by faculty in a course 
– Billing accountability for rigor in higher education 

 
Key concepts: 

Faculty Workload 
– Direct Instruction: Intentional Faculty/Student engaged instruction (i.e. 

lectures, meetings, grading, events, role playing, lab, practicum, etc.) 
– Indirect Instruction: Tasks that make the course better (i.e. Course Prep, 

professional development, evaluation & reporting, research & publication) 
 
Student Work Hours 
– Direct Learning: Active Faculty/Student engaged learning (i.e. lectures, 

meetings, reviewing feedback, events, lab, practicum, etc.) 
– Independent Learning: Tasks students complete on their own or in groups (i.e. 

reading, research, group collaboration, analysis, reporting, dissemination, etc.) 
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Why are Course Credit Hour Calculations important? 

• Compliance with laws & professional standards: 
– US Dept of Education – receipt of federal funds 
– Accrediting bodies - SACSCOC 
– Program/Discipline specific regulatory bodies 

 
• Benefits to Faculty: 

– Workload planning (Direct/Indirect Instruction) 
– Establishes standards for academic rigor 
– Accountability standards for labor (TSU Workload Policy): 

https://www.tnstate.edu/policies/documents/academic/Workload.pdf  

 
• Benefits to Students: 

– Time on Task planning (Direct/Independent Learning) 
– Reduces anxiety with clear expectations 
– Identifies if there may be a need for learning supports 
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Carnegie Unit - Course Credit Hour Calculations 

Course Credit 
Hours 

Direct/Engaged 
Instruction 

Hours 

Student 
Independent  
Work Hours 

Total Course 
Hours Student 

& Faculty 

Faculty Clock 
Hours per 

week 

1 15 30 45 2.5 

2 30 60 90 5 

3 45 90 135 7.5 
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Undergraduate Courses – 18 week semester 

Graduate Courses – 18 week semester 

Course Credit 
Hours 

Direct/Engaged 
Instruction 

Hours 

Student 
Independent  
Work Hours 

Total Course 
Hours Student 

& Faculty 

Faculty Clock 
Hours per 

week 

1 20 40 60 3.333 

3 60 120 180 10 

4 80 160 240 13.333 



TSU’s Course Credit Hour Calculation Recommendations (1 of 3) 
 https://www.graduatesrise.com/events/2024/1/9/dr-cyn-speaks-about-the-carnegie-unit  
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TSU’s Course Credit Hour Calculation Recommendations (2 of 3) 
 https://www.graduatesrise.com/events/2024/1/9/dr-cyn-speaks-about-the-carnegie-unit  
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TSU’s Course Credit Hour Calculation Recommendations (3 of 3) 
 https://www.graduatesrise.com/events/2024/1/9/dr-cyn-speaks-about-the-carnegie-unit  
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Example syllabi content for a  
2 credit hour  

Undergraduate level course 
 

SOWK 4850: Research II 
w/ High Impact Practice Culminating 

Senior Experience,  
Research Project embedded in 

Practicum 
 

- See TSU’s BSW Practicum Manual here: 
https://www.tnstate.edu/socialwork/bsw-

forms.aspx  
- See Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 

Reviews & Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) template here: 
http://www.prisma-statement.org/  

 
**Note I am over the required 30 Direct 

Instruction hours, leaving me with a 
remaining 16.5 clock hours for Indirect 

Instruction 
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Example syllabi content for a  
3 credit hour  

Graduate level course 

 
SOWK 6030: Policy Analysis I 

w/ High Impact Practice 
Research with Faculty,  

Social Movement Analysis project, 
culminating with student publication & 

presentation 
 

- See Creating Change Journal Here: 
https://digitalscholarship.tnstate.edu/creating

_change/  
- See College of Public Service Virtual Research 

Series here (Fri, Apr 5, 2024, noon-1 pm): 
https://www.tnstate.edu/cpsua/researchseries

.aspx  

 
**Note I am at 109 Direct Instruction 

hours, leaving me with a remaining 71 
clock hours for Indirect Instruction 
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Wake Forrest’s Workload Estimator 
https://cat.wfu.edu/resources/workload2/  

1/9/2024 Dr. Cynthia George, cgeorge9@tnstate.edu 11 

https://cat.wfu.edu/resources/workload2/
https://cat.wfu.edu/resources/workload2/


Does teaching & learning  
happen in discrete billable units??? 

      Of course not!! 
  But it is the process we have to work within given 
  our current economic system... 
 
Best practices for system agents: 
• University: Clear & consistent Policies & Procedures designed to set all system 

agents up for success regarding their role in compliance with regulations.  
 
• College: Planning & Communication between Chairs and Faculty (Workload 

planning, budget requests, manage timely hiring & contracting, etc.) 
 

• Faculty: Structure & Flexibility (Create clear syllabi, timely grading, referrals to 
learning supports, appropriate use of Incompletes, report labor exploitation, etc.) 
 

• Students: Self-directed Learning & Accountability (Read syllabi thoroughly, do the 
work, review feedback, ask for help, engage in metacognition, communicate with 
program leadership if you are not receiving appropriate services, etc.) 

1/9/2024 12 Dr. Cynthia George, cgeorge9@tnstate.edu 

https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/faqs/carnegie-unit/


TSU Spring 2024 Faculty 
Development Event 
Peer to Peer Conversations 
January 9, 2024 
Attendance Survey 

Thank you for your participation! 
 
• Please use the top QR Code or click on the Survey Link to 

complete the attendance survey: 
https://tnstateu.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_55zBKgPDXSDDP
V4  
 

• Access the PPT slides and a recording of this session using the 
bottom QR Code or this link  
https://www.graduatesrise.com/events  

 

      Reach out if you need me! Cynthia George, PhD, MSSW (she/they) 

Associate Professor, Social Work Program 

Email: cgeorge9@tnstate.edu  
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