
MEMORANDUM 
 
TO: Steering Committee 
FROM: Committee on Academic Programs (CAP) 
RE: Final recommendation on Alternative Undergraduate Course Types policy 
DATE: April 27, 2019 

Background and Charge: 
In September 2018, CAP recommended changes to the Independent Study policy to Steering, 
updating it to include additional course types from MOA 62 that need additional guidance to 
faculty and students.  On October 2018, Steering replied, requesting some specific minor edits 
and, following those updates, to request the Graduate Studies Council (GSC) to consider if the 
policy as written was applicable to graduate course types. 

Methods: 
On November 28, 2018, CAP approved a revised policy based on the requested edits. On 
November 29, 2018, CAP sent the approved revised policy to GSC, requesting that GSC review 
the document at their next meeting for whether the course types are appropriate for Graduate 
courses, not including traditional lecture/discussion courses. If so, to please reply with a 
recommendation that the policy reflect course types generically (covering both undergraduate 
and graduate). If not, to define a timeline for developing a Graduate specific policy that parallels 
the structure and content of the undergraduate policy. 

On April 17, 2019, GSC advised that they felt a graduate course specific policy is appropriate, 
but did not define the specific items needed or development timeline. 

Final Recommendation: 
During its meeting on April 24, 2019, CAP voted to recommend the attached revised version of 
the policy on Alternative Undergraduate Course Types: Independent Study, Independent 
Research, Group Study, Group Research, and Special Arrangement.  Steering originally 
requested to provide a policy, either combined or separate, that also covers graduate level 
courses.  However, since the AY2018-2019 is nearing an end and it is not likely that a graduate 
policy will be developed until next academic year, CAP feels that the current undergraduate 
policy should be implemented as soon as possible and that a graduate policy be reviewed for 
combination once it is developed.  Since the minor edits made to the policy do not affect the 
substance of the policy, CAP felt no additional testimony was needed to implement the 
Undergraduate policy, as submitted. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

This document outlines policies and requirements for existing undergraduate courses 

involving independent or group study or research.  Specifically, the policy covers the 

following undergraduate course types: independent study, independent research, advanced 

tutorial (group study), group research, and courses offered by special arrangement (Section 

70).  Such courses not in the Undergraduate Bulletin must be approved through governance 

according to the Course Approval Policy. 

II. DEFINITIONS 

The following definitions are used herein.  Course type definitions are provided from MOA 

62. 

Independent Study - an independent study course is one in which the student works 

independently with only minimal faculty direction. 

Independent Research - an independent research course is one in which the student works 

independently with significant faculty involvement. 

Advanced Tutorial (Group Study) - an advanced tutorial (aka group study) course presents 

a focused topic with individualized mentoring, intensive reading, and library work with 

student led discussions.  The sponsoring faculty member meets with a small group of 

students together for approximately one hour per week; students meet more frequently to 

design presentations and critique each other. 

Group Research - a group research course is one in which a group of students performs an 

investigation on a focused topic in collaboration with each other and led by a faculty 

mentor. 



 

 

Course by Special Arrangement - A course offered by special arrangement is an experience 

in which the student(s) cover[s] the content of a regularly scheduled course through 

individual or small group study under the guidance of a faculty sponsor. 

Sample Syllabus - A document submitted as part of the course approval packet that 
contains the course description, required materials, course requirements, course 
learning outcomes, general topics covered, and a general breakdown of assignment 
types, their weighting for final grades, and how they assess specific learning 
outcomes. The Syllabus Template is used, but the sample syllabus is not as detailed as 
the course syllabus distributed to students when taking the course. 

Study/Research Proposal – A document that describes the proposed study topic or 
research activity.  Specifically, the proposal must identify at minimum the specific 
student(s), faculty advisor, topic, meeting schedules, learning outcomes, specific aims, 
assessment methods, and any required materials. Additional content may be required 
as defined for a specific course type below.  This proposal may be used by the 
department for review and approval purposes and may be used as the specific course 
syllabus for the identified student(s) in class types defined in this policy. 

III. POLICY 

1. Common policy elements for all course types: 

a) All courses must have learning outcomes, learning activities, grading policies, 

prerequisites, faculty-student interaction frequency and duration, and other key course 

aspects. These requirements must be made clear to both enrolled students and 

advising faculty in either an approved Study/Research proposal or the Sample 

syllabus used to approve the course, or both. 

b) Sample syllabi, as well as all course eligibility criteria, must be approved through the 

governance process (i.e. department and school committees). See the Course 

Approval policy. 

c) Individual Study/Research proposals are approved by the department chair and school 

dean (or designee) prior to enrolling in the course. 

d) All eligibility criteria and application processes must be published on the 

department/program’s website and in the TCNJ Undergraduate Bulletin. 

e) The approved course topic will be reflected on the student’s transcript. 

2. Independent Study Course 

a) Purpose: Independent study courses are for individual pursuit of topics within or 

beyond a student's major field of study that transcend the regularly available 

curriculum, and typically involve research, primary source reading, or field work. 

These courses may include capstone/senior thesis courses. 



 

 

b) Eligibility: Matriculated students must have completed at least twelve (12) total 

course units, with at least four (4) course units completed at TCNJ, to be eligible for 

an independent study. A minimum 2.5 grade point average is required, subject to 

waiver by the departmental chair. Departments may establish additional eligibility 

criteria for independent study courses that must be approved and published in 

accordance with section 1, above. 

c) Proposal: An independent study contract consists of two parts: the study proposal, 

and the enrollment form to be filed with the Office of Records and Registration.  In 

consultation with the faculty sponsor, the student prepares a proposal containing the 

following information: 

 a detailed project description and deliverables 

 the anticipated time necessary for each course deliverable 

 a description of prior coursework and/or other experience that prepared the 

student for the proposed work 

 the frequency and duration of meetings with the faculty sponsor 

 project milestones completion dates, where applicable 

 The methods by which the student's work will be evaluated (e.g., paper, 

performance, presentation) 

Once approved, an enrollment form including a summary of this proposal must be 

signed by the student, the research sponsor, the department chair, and the dean (or 

designee), and submitted to Records & Registration. 

d) Syllabus: Departments must maintain the sample syllabus used for the original 

independent study course approval through governance.  This syllabus should be 

available to students when preparing their proposals. Departments may establish 

further requirements for this type of course, subject to approval and publication in 

accordance with section 1, above. 

e) Credit: The number of credit hours for the independent study is determined by the 

guideline of a minimum of 12 hours of effort per week per course unit.  When 

planning for independent study, the student and advisor strive to maintain a balance 

between this mode of study and other elective courses. A disproportionate number of 

independent study courses may prevent a student from taking other elective courses 

that are equally important to scholarly development.  A student may enroll in no more 

than 1.5 course units of independent study in a given semester. A department may 

establish a limit of independent study course units that students are permitted to 

complete within that department's programs. 

3. Independent Research Course 

a) Purpose: An independent research course is one in which the student works 

independently with significant faculty involvement.  These courses may include 

capstone/senior thesis courses. 



 

 

b) Eligibility: To be eligible for independent research, matriculated students must have 

completed at least twelve (12) course units and four (4) course units at TCNJ, 

although this requirement is subject to waiver by the department chair in individual 

cases.  A minimum 3.0 grade point average is required, subject to waiver by the 

departmental chair.  Departments may establish additional eligibility criteria for 

independent research projects, subject to publication in accordance with section 1, 

above.  Any departments with fractional unit research courses designed for first-year 

students that have been approved by the Department and School Curriculum 

Committees and the Dean are exempt from these requirements. 

c) Proposal: Independent Research courses require the preparation of a research 

proposal that includes the research objectives and the techniques expected to be 

employed in the research work.  This is typically prepared by the student in 

consultation with the faculty research sponsor.  An enrollment form including a 

summary of this proposal must be signed by the student, the research sponsor, the 

department chair, and the dean (or designee), and submitted to Records & 

Registration. 

d) Syllabus: Departments must maintain the sample syllabus used for the original 

independent research course approval through governance.  This syllabus should be 

available to students when preparing their proposals. Departments may establish 

further requirements for this type of course, subject to approval and publication in 

accordance with section 1, above. 

e) Credit: The number of credit hours for the independent research is determined by the 

guideline of a minimum of 12 hours of effort per week per course unit. A student may 

enroll in no more than 1.5 course units of independent research in a given semester.  

A department may establish a limit of independent research units that students are 

permitted to complete within that department's programs. 

4. Advanced Tutorial (Group Study) Course 

a) Purpose: This course is arranged so that a group of students can study a focused topic 

with individual mentoring by a faculty member.  The faculty member usually meets 

with the students for one hour a week, with the students meeting more frequently to 

discuss and critique each other’s work. 

b) Eligibility: Any department offering this type of course must establish and publish 

appropriate eligibility requirements. 

c) Syllabus: Departments must maintain the sample syllabus used for the original group 

study course approval through governance.  This sample syllabus should be should be 

used to develop a full syllabus specific to each advanced tutorial course offering that 

additionally specifies student workload and grading standards. 

d) Credit: A department must establish a limit of advanced tutorial units which a student 

is permitted to complete within that department's programs. 



 

 

5. Group Research Course 

a) Purpose: Faculty must lead this course, which involves a focused investigation of a 

topic by a group of students and the faculty member. 

b) Eligibility: Any department offering this type of course must establish appropriate 

eligibility requirements. 

c) Proposal: Group Research courses require the preparation of a research proposal that 

includes the research objectives and the techniques expected to be employed in the 

research work.  This is typically prepared by the students in consultation with the 

faculty research sponsor.  An enrollment form including a summary of this proposal 

must be signed by the student, the research sponsor, the department chair, and the 

dean (or designee), and submitted to Records & Registration. 

d) Syllabus: Departments must maintain the sample syllabus used for the original group 

research course approval through governance.  This syllabus should be available to 

students when preparing their proposals. Departments may establish further 

requirements for this type of course, subject to approval and publication in 

accordance with section 1, above. 

e) Credit: A department must establish a limit of group research units which a student is 

permitted to complete within that department’s programs. 

6. Special Arrangement (Section 70) Course 

a) Purpose: A special arrangement course is an experience in which the student covers 

the content of a regularly scheduled course through individual study under the 

guidance of a faculty sponsor.  The special arrangement course designation is to be 

used only in response to scheduling difficulties or low enrollment.  

b) Eligibility: Enrolling in a special arrangement course requires signed authorization by 

the chair of the department offering the course and the dean of that school.  

Permission for a special arrangement course will not be granted during a semester in 

which the regularly scheduled course is available. 

c) Syllabus: The instructor must ensure the assessment and evaluation of the same 

learning objectives associated with the regular course approved through governance.  

The syllabus and course policy, compliant with the Syllabus Template, must be 

aligned with the regular course, including grading expectations, appropriate 

textbook(s), and other course content. 

d) Credit: Because the course code and number is the same as regular course offerings 

and only distinguished by a section number of “70”, courses offered by special 

arrangement must be designated as such on the student's transcript by the following 

statement: “Requirements for this course were met through individual study under the 

sponsorship of a qualified faculty member.” 
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