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Progress on Raising the Bar —
Issues Related to the Prohibition on Dual-
Level Accreditation of Engineering Programs

Background

In an earlier paper on dual-level accreditation, Russell et al. provided information on ASCE’s
ongoing efforts to reform civil engineering education, such that future civil engineers will be
equipped to handle the challenges of professional practice in the decades ahead.! That paper
reviewed ASCE Policy Statement 465 (PS 465), which promotes the attainment of a body of
knowledge deemed essential to the practice civil engineering at the profession level.. As part of
this effort, the society developed a report delineating the body of knowledge (BOK) that future
civil engineers will need to have. That report, published in 2004, is currently being updated
based on extensive feedback from the initial BOK report.” This revised BOK report should be
completed by the end of 2006.

There are many organizations and technology experts who are deeply concerned about how the
engineering profession will meet the challenges of the future. Important among these is the
National Academy of Engineering, which has recently completed its Engineer of 2020 project.
The report on Phase I of the project was discussed by Russell et al. last year and will not be
further reviewed here.> While Phase I focused on visions of the problems that engineers would
be asked to solve in 2020, Phase II of the study considered the implications of these future
conditions for engineering education. The Phase II report, published in 2005, contained 14
recommendations on the education of engineers.* The first two are very closely related to
ASCE’s PS 465 initiative and are quoted below:

1. The baccalaureate degree should be recognized as the “pre-engineering” degree
or bachelor of arts in engineering degree, depending on the course content and
reflecting the career aspirations of the student.

2. ABET should allow accreditation of engineering programs of the same name at
the baccalaureate and graduate levels in the same department to recognize that
education through a “professional” master’s degree produces an AME, an
accredited “master” engineer.

Recommendation 2 refers to a provision in the ABET Accreditation Policy and Procedure
Manual, which states, “Engineering programs may be accredited at either the basic or advanced
level ... A program may be accredited at only one level in a particular curriculum at a given
institution.” This restriction is imposed only by the Engineering Accreditation Commission
(EAC). No such prohibition exists in any of the other three commissions of ABET.

The issue of dual-level accreditation is important to ASCE’s PS 465 initiative, because PS 465
implementation requires the use of accreditation criteria and processes for validating fulfillment
of the BOK. To provide the greatest possible flexibility for civil engineering programs, ASCE is
attempting to institute two alternative paths to BOK fulfillment, one involving an ABET-
accredited bachelor’s degree and one involving an ABET-accredited master’s degree. For both
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paths to be fully viable, a given civil engineering program would need to have the flexibility to
accredit degree programs at both the basic and advanced levels simultaneously—a practice
currently prohibited by ABET’s EAC.

The authors know of no documented historical reason for the current EAC restriction on
accreditation at two levels. Opposition to dual-level accreditation exists; however, we suggest
that this opposition results primarily from misperceptions and from inadequate recognition of the
potential benefits of dual-level accreditation. The purpose of this paper is to directly address the
principal points of opposition to dual-level accreditation.

The authors of this paper are all actively involved in promoting civil engineering education
reform through the implementation of ASCE PS 465. While implementation of PS 465 remains
a work in progress, and there are many views on how it should be accomplished, we remain
convinced that substantive change is necessary if civil engineers are to adequately meet the
nation’s technological challenges. Effective change can only occur if artificial constraints on the
change process are removed. The prohibition on dual-level accreditation is one such constraint.

A Case in Point: The University of Louisville

A compelling case for dual-level accreditation can be seen in the challenges faced by the
University of Louisville—one of the few U.S. institutions that currently accredits its engineering
master’s degree programs. Louisville offers both practice-oriented Master of Engineering
(MEng) degree programs and research-oriented Master of Science (MS) programs.® The
institution has chosen to accredit its MEng programs, while not seeking accreditation for its MS
programs. And while Louisville offers bachelor of engineering degrees, and these programs are
designed to meet the ABET basic-level criteria, these basic-level degrees cannot be accredited
because of the ABET restriction on dual-level accreditation. At a recent meeting of the ABET
Engineering Accreditation Commission, Dr. Mickey Wilhelm, Dean of Louisville’s Speed
School of Engineering, stated that the school would seek accreditation of its engineering
bachelor’s degree programs if the prohibition on dual-level accreditation did not exist. It is
noteworthy that Louisville has no intention of seeking accreditation of its MS degrees. The MS
and MEng programs serve distinctly different purposes and student populations; accreditation is
deemed to be important for the practice-oriented MEng but not necessary for research-oriented
MS.

In considering the pros and cons of dual-level accreditation, it is worthwhile to be mindful of the
University of Louisville model—accredited and unaccredited master’s degrees offered at the
same institution and, in many cases, within the same department.

A Perspective on Dual-Level Accreditation

Many of the arguments against dual-level accreditation are based on an assumption that a CE
department pursuing advanced-level accreditation would be able to offer only accredited
master’s programs. As noted above, that assumption is incorrect. Like the University of
Louisville, many departments are likely to offer accredited and non-accredited programs side by
side. There is certainly no prohibition against this practice, as long as the two programs have
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different degree titles. Louisville’s pairing of an accredited practice-oriented MEng degree with
a non-accredited research-oriented MSCE degree is a logical arrangement that many departments
might choose to emulate; however, there is no reason why the two programs would need to be
vastly dissimilar. Indeed, a department might reasonably offer accredited and non-accredited
MSCE programs that are essentially identical in content. Functionally, the only difference
between the two would be that, in the accredited program, graduates’ attainment of the basic-
level ABET criteria would need to be validated prior to awarding an accredited advanced level
degree.

If one accepts the basic premise that accredited and non-accredited programs can be offered by
the same department, then many common arguments against dual-level accreditation vanish.

For example, departments’ ability to recruit international graduate students will not be limited,
since these students will still be able to enroll in the non-accredited degree program.
Furthermore, international students who wish to seek licensure in the U.S. will be greatly
advantaged by the availability of accredited master’s programs. Viewed in this context, the
notion that avoiding advanced-level accreditation protects international students is demonstrably
false. Denying these students the opportunity to seek accredited master’s degrees harms not only
the students, but the profession as well.

The notion that accrediting master’s programs will limit flexibility or will inhibit a program’s
ability to focus on non-practice-oriented emerging technologies and interdisciplinary areas is
similarly incorrect for two reasons. First, if a department offers both accredited and non-
accredited degree programs, then the department could choose to use the non-accredited degree
as the venue for exploring emerging areas. But, more importantly, there is nothing explicitly or
implicitly intended in ASCE’s current draft Advanced-Level ABET General Criteria that would
inhibit the exploration of emerging areas within an accredited degree program.

ASCE’s draft Advanced level General Criteria are as follows:

Advanced Level Programs must develop, publish, and periodically review educational objectives
and program outcomes. The program must demonstrate that graduates attain, through their
educational and professional experiences, knowledge and skills consistent with fulfillment of the
basic level general criteria and applicable program criteria (if any). Advanced level programs
must consist of at least one academic year of study beyond the basic level. Graduates must have
a culminating engineering experience demonstrating advanced level program knowledge.

The requirement for “advanced level program knowledge” was written explicitly to provide
maximum flexibility in defining the advanced level specialization area. The current draft ASCE
Commentary emphasizes this point as follows: “Civil engineering specializations in
nontraditional, boundary, or emerging fields such as ecological engineering and nanotechnology
are encouraged.”’ In the authors’ opinion, the advanced-level criteria will promote and
encourage, rather than limit, flexibility. Indeed, attendees at the 2005 National Civil Engineering
Department Heads Meeting strongly endorsed these criteria—a good indicator that the concerns
about inflexibility are unwarranted.

Another concern expressed is that accrediting master’s programs will significantly increase the
time and resources required for programs to prepare for accreditation visits. However, while it is
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certainly true that some additional resources will be required, the increase is not likely to be as
significant as many believe. For regional accreditation (SACS, MSACS, etc.), departments are
already required to assess their graduate programs. Most programs that choose to accredit their
engineering master’s programs will probably continue to accredit their bachelor’s degree
programs as well—and thus will be able to use the assessment and continuous improvement
processes already in place. Accreditation visits for basic and advanced-level programs will
normally be done at the same time; thus the program will be able to prepare for both
simultaneously. Moreover, it is likely that there will be only a single self-study report. Most
importantly, the draft accreditation criteria and associated guidelines have been designed to
minimize the incremental resource requirements for advanced-level accreditation. For example,
as the current draft ASCE Commentary states, “Successful project reports, theses, or
comprehensive exams approved by the faculty are some of the possible ways the program might
demonstrate that its graduates have the ability to apply advanced knowledge.”” Thus, there is no
reason for any new assessment processes above and beyond those already existing in the current
degree programs. Compliance with the requirement for advanced-level specialized knowledge
can be demonstrated, for example, with a master’s thesis or report approved by the faculty.

Department heads and deans often express the concern that allowing dual-level accreditation will
result in market pressures on CE departments to accredit their master's programs. This is
entirely possible; but is it really a serious concern, if accrediting a master’s program is not the
onerous burden it is often claimed to be? A more important question may be: are market forces
necessarily bad? Market pressures have always driven product development and innovation in
the United States. There is no reason that this would not also be true for advanced-level
education, provided the accreditation criteria accommodate curricular innovation. And they do,
as noted above.

It is often claimed that allowing dual-level accreditation would force the accreditation of master's
programs in states that mandate accreditation in all circumstances where opportunities for
accreditation exist. In an effort to validate or refute this claim, ASCE conducted a survey of civil
engineering department heads during the past year. The survey was administered via the CE
department heads listserv. Department representatives of 36 unique programs located in 30
different states responded to the request. In response to the question “Do you know of any state
that would mandate accreditation of both an institution’s basic level and advanced level
engineering program?”’ 34 responded “No,” and two responded “I do not know.”

In response to the question “Is there any other non-statutory mandate that would require your
institution to seek dual level accreditation if the prohibition were lifted?” 27 responded ”No,”
and eight responded “I do not know”. One responded that he had been told by several members
of his state licensing board that, should the prohibition on dual level EAC accreditation be lifted,
his program should seek dual level accreditation of the CE programs to allow for those
advanced-level graduates without a basic-level accredited degree to seek professional licensure.
A respondent from another state noted that his state might choose to mandate accreditation of
some advanced level programs to allow for licensing of graduates who did not have accredited
basic level degrees. But, significantly, no survey respondent noted any state requirement which
mandated that if any accreditation is available for a program, then the program must seek that
accreditation.
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It is worth noting that some states do mandate accreditation—Louisiana, for example. But in this
case, institutions are required to accredit either bachelor’s or master’s-level programs. Even if
dual-level accreditation were available, there would be no requirement to accredit both.

Recognizing that it is difficult to prove a negative, the authors certainly do not deny that state
mandates might exist. We just have not been able to find any yet. Any specific references
documenting such mandates are welcome.

Final comment

Finally, in considering this issue, the authors suggest that civil engineering educators look
beyond departmental and institutional interests and consider the broader impact on the civil
engineering profession. Dual-level accreditation is not an end in itself. It is a means of
facilitating flexibility and opportunity for programs to innovate in engineering education. From
an ASCE perspective, it assists in “Raising the Bar.” The ultimate goal of this initiative is to
better prepare graduates to practice civil engineering at the professional level in the 21% century.
What could be more important?

The authors are interested in hearing from you. Are there other concerns or considerations that
have not been addressed in this paper? Please send your comments to the authors.
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