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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

The four-year degree isn’t the only way anymore.  

The traditional U.S. bachelor’s degree has generally been built around 120 semester credit hours 
and four years of full-time enrollment. That model is now being reconsidered. 

Across the country, colleges and universities are developing programs that allow students to 
complete a bachelor’s degree in three years. Some retain the traditional 120-credit curriculum but 
shorten the calendar through summer enrollment, heavier course loads, transfer credit, or prior 
learning. Others are creating intentionally redesigned bachelor’s degrees—often requiring 90 to 
100 credits—that focus more narrowly on essential learning outcomes and workforce-relevant 
competencies. 

A 2026 RAND analysis identified 119 publicly announced reduced-credit bachelor’s programs as of 
May 2026, concentrated primarily at private nonprofit institutions and in applied, workforce-
focused fields. The rapid expansion of these programs reflects growing pressure to reduce 
student cost, shorten time to degree, serve adult and returning learners, and create more flexible 
pathways into the workforce. 

The key distinction is straightforward: 

Accelerated 120-Credit Pathway Reduced-Credit Bachelor’s Degree 

Retains the traditional 120-credit degree but 
allows completion in three calendar years. 

Intentionally redesigns the degree to require 
fewer than 120 credits, often 90–100. 

May rely on summer study, heavier course 
loads, dual enrollment, transfer credit, or prior 
learning assessment. 

Requires institutions to determine which 
knowledge, competencies, and learning 
experiences are essential to a bachelor’s-level 
education. 

Primarily changes the pace of completion. Changes the structure of the degree itself. 
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This distinction matters. The academic, regulatory, financial, transfer, licensure, and graduate-
school implications differ substantially between an accelerated traditional degree and a reduced-
credit bachelor’s degree. 

 

W H Y  T H E  M O D E L  I S  E M E R G I N G  

Why Three-Year Bachelor’s Degrees Are Gaining Attention 

Three-year bachelor’s degrees are gaining attention because several pressures are converging 
across higher education. 

Cost and Time to Degree 

For students, the clearest potential benefit is reduced time and cost. Completing a degree in three 
years rather than four can reduce tuition, fees, housing, transportation, and other expenses 
associated with an additional year of enrollment. It may also allow students to enter the workforce 
and begin earning sooner. 

The actual savings depend on the institution’s tuition model, course scheduling, summer 
requirements, and financial-aid policies. A program is not automatically less expensive simply 
because it is shorter. Institutions should evaluate total student cost—not only the number of 
credits required. 

Student Demand and Flexibility 

Students increasingly evaluate higher education based on affordability, flexibility, career 
relevance, and time to completion. Three-year options may be especially attractive to adult 
learners, career changers, returning students, transfer students, and students who already hold 
Advanced Placement, dual-enrollment, military, workforce, or other postsecondary credits. 

For these students, a clearly structured path that recognizes prior learning and focuses on defined 
academic and workforce outcomes may be more attractive than a traditional four-year degree 
pathway. 

Workforce and Enrollment Pressures 

Many emerging programs are concentrated in applied fields such as business, computer and 
information sciences, cybersecurity, criminal justice, public administration, healthcare 
management, and education. In these fields, institutions may see an opportunity to align 
bachelor’s-level learning more closely with employer needs and entry-level career pathways. 

Institutions also face enrollment pressure, demographic change, and increasing competition for 
students. A three-year degree can serve as a differentiated option between the traditional 
bachelor’s degree and shorter credentials such as certificates and associate degrees. 
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M U L T I P L E  M O D E L S ,  D I F F E R E N T  T R A D E O F F S  

Paths to a Three-Year Degree 
There is no single three-year bachelor’s degree model. Institutions are pursuing several 
approaches, each with different benefits and risks. 

Model Common Features Potential Best Fit Key Considerations 

Reduced-
credit 
bachelor’s 
degree 

Usually 90–100 credits; 
curriculum intentionally 
redesigned around 
essential outcomes; often 
fewer or no free electives 

Applied, workforce-
focused fields with 
clearly defined 
competencies 

Accreditation, transfer, 
graduate education, 
licensure, employer 
understanding 

Accelerated 
traditional 
degree 

Retains 120 credits; 
completed in three 
calendar years through 
summer enrollment, 
heavier loads, prior 
credit, or structured 
degree maps 

Highly prepared 
students, students with 
AP or dual-enrollment 
credit, and students 
able to attend year-
round 

Student workload, 
scheduling, summer 
affordability, actual 
cost savings 

Targeted 
adult-
completion 
model 

Often online or hybrid; 
recognizes prior learning 
and transfer credit; uses 
structured sequencing 
and multiple start dates 

Adult learners, 
returning students, and 
students with existing 
college credit 

Transcript evaluation, 
advising, student 
support, transfer 
pathways, workforce 
alignment 

 

The reduced-credit model represents the most significant departure from traditional practice. 
Rather than asking how students can complete 120 credits more quickly, institutions must ask 
what learning is truly essential to a bachelor’s degree. 

Yavapai College in Arizona illustrates this approach. The college was the first community college in 
the nation to offer a three-year bachelor’s degree and is expanding its optimized bachelor’s 
offerings with two fully online programs launching in Fall 2026: a 94-credit Bachelor of Design in 
Visual Design and a 92-credit Bachelor of Applied Science in Public Safety Administration. The 
programs are designed around defined career pathways and workforce needs, demonstrating 
how community colleges may use reduced-credit bachelor’s degrees to create more direct routes 
to advanced technical and professional roles. 
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Some institutions have reduced total credits by retaining general education and major 
requirements while eliminating broad elective requirements. Others have built programs around 
applied competencies, online delivery, transfer pathways, and prior-learning assessment. The 
University of Maine System, for example, has developed 90-credit programs for adult degree 
completers, while institutions such as Johnson & Wales University and Chadron State College have 
introduced reduced-credit options in selected applied fields.  

Not every field is equally suited to this approach. Programs with extensive laboratory, clinical, 
licensure, accreditation, or sequenced-course requirements may be more difficult to compress. 
The appropriate question is not whether every degree can be completed in three years, but which 
programs and student populations are appropriate for intentional redesign. 

 
F R O M  C O N C E P T  T O  I M P L E M E N T A T I O N  

A Decision Framework for Institutions  

For institutions considering a three-year bachelor’s degree, the central question is not simply 
whether a program can be shortened. It is whether the institution can provide a coherent, high-
quality bachelor’s-level education while delivering meaningful value to students, employers, and 
the institution itself. 
 
1. Academic and Program Fit 
A reduced-credit degree should be designed around learning outcomes - not around an arbitrary 
credit target. Faculty should identify the knowledge, skills, competencies, and experiences 
graduates must possess, then determine how those outcomes can be achieved through a more 
focused curriculum. 
 
This requires institutions to assess: 

 Which courses and experiences are essential to bachelor’s-level learning. 
 Whether learning can be integrated across courses or delivered more efficiently. 
 Whether general education, major requirements, electives, field experiences, and 

capstones can be redesigned without reducing quality. 
 Whether the discipline has external requirements that limit curriculum flexibility. 
 Whether the proposed degree will remain credible to employers, students, faculty, and 

academic partners. 
 

Faculty leadership and shared governance are essential. A successful program should reflect 
deliberate academic redesign, not simply the removal of courses to meet a lower credit threshold. 
 
2. Regulatory, Accreditation, and Licensure Feasibility 
Institutions must understand the approval environment before developing a reduced-credit 
degree. Requirements may apply at several levels: 

 Institutional and faculty governance. 
 State, system, or coordinating-board approval. 
 Institutional accreditation. 
 Programmatic or specialized accreditation. 
 Professional licensure and certification requirements. 
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Accreditation requirements are evolving as more institutions explore reduced-credit degrees. The 
Higher Learning Commission, for example, has established guidelines for bachelor’s degree 
programs requiring fewer than 120 semester credits. Florida’s proposed Board of Governors 
Regulation 8.014 similarly illustrates emerging state-level guardrails related to academic rigor, 
student disclosure, and transition opportunities into traditional degree programs. 
  
Programs leading to regulated professions may require especially careful review. Nursing, 
engineering, teacher education, social work, and health professions may be constrained by 
required coursework, clinical hours, field experiences, or specialized accreditation standards. 
Institutions should conduct a program-by-program analysis rather than assume that one model 
can be applied broadly across an academic portfolio. 
 
3. Student Mobility and Informed Choice 
Students need clear information about what a three-year degree is, how it differs from a 
traditional degree, and how it may affect future options. 
 
Institutions should assess likely implications for: 

 Transfer into and out of the program. 
 Movement into a related 120-credit bachelor’s degree. 
 Graduate and professional-school admission. 
 Professional licensure and certification. 
 Eligibility for minors, electives, internships, study abroad, and other academic experiences. 
 Employer interpretation of the credential. 

 
Graduate and professional programs may have their own admissions requirements, including 
specific prerequisite courses or minimum undergraduate credit expectations. Similarly, existing 
transfer agreements may have been built around 120-credit degree structures. Institutions should 
test these pathways before launch and communicate any limitations clearly to students. 
 
Where possible, institutions should create formal transition pathways that allow students to move 
from a reduced-credit program into a corresponding traditional bachelor’s degree. This gives 
students flexibility if their goals change and reduces the risk associated with entering a new 
degree model. 
 
4. Market Demand and Financial Viability 
A three-year degree should be evaluated as both an academic model and a business model. 
For students, institutions should assess total tuition and fees, financial-aid implications, housing 
and transportation expenses, required summer enrollment, opportunity cost, and the potential 
benefit of earlier entry into the labor market. The relevant measure is total cost to completion—
not simply the number of credits on a degree plan. 
 
For institutions, the analysis should include expected enrollment demand, tuition revenue, course 
scheduling, faculty capacity, student-support needs, program-development costs, marketing, 
accreditation expenses, and potential effects on existing 120-credit programs. 
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Employer engagement is especially important in reduced-credit programs. Employers can help 
institutions determine whether the curriculum reflects the knowledge and skills expected of 
bachelor’s-level employees and whether the credential will be understood in the labor market. 
This is particularly important when a reduced-credit degree has a title similar to a traditional 
bachelor’s degree. 
 
5. Implementation, Evidence, and Continuous Improvement 
Because reduced-credit bachelor’s degrees remain relatively new, institutions should establish 
evaluation processes before the first cohort enrolls. 
 
Institutions should monitor: 

 Enrollment, persistence, credit accumulation, time to degree, completion, and student 
debt. 

 Course success, learning outcomes, licensure or certification performance, and graduate-
school acceptance. 

 Employment, wages, employment in field, employer satisfaction, and career advancement. 
 Transfer behavior and movement into related traditional degree programs. 
 Outcomes across student populations, including adult learners, returning students, low-

income students, and historically underserved groups. 
 

The current evidence base is still developing. While the number of programs is growing, there are 
not yet enough graduates or longitudinal data to draw firm conclusions about long-term 
workforce, transfer, graduate-education, licensure, or equity outcomes. Institutions should view 
evaluation as a core component of program design rather than as a later administrative 
requirement. 
 
K E Y  Q U E S T I O N S  B E F O R E  L A U N C H  

Implications for Institutional Leaders 

Before launching a three-year bachelor’s degree, institutional leaders should be able to 
answer five questions: 

01 
Can the program demonstrate bachelor’s-level learning outcomes within a 
streamlined curriculum? 
The degree should be designed around essential knowledge, skills, experiences, and 
competencies—not simply a lower credit count. 

02 
Does the program meet applicable accreditation, authorization, licensure, and 
governance requirements? 
Institutions should map requirements early and engage faculty, accreditors, state 
agencies, and programmatic regulators before finalizing the model. 
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03 
Will students retain meaningful future options? 
Institutions should assess transfer, graduate and professional education, licensure, 
and movement into related traditional degree programs. 

04 Is there clear student and employer demand? 
The model should respond to a defined student population, labor-market need, or 
institutional strategy - not simply a desire to reduce program length. 

05 Can the institution sustain and evaluate the model? 
Institutions should understand the financial implications, operational demands, 
advising needs, faculty workload, and outcome measures before launch. 

R E T H I N K I N G  T H E  B A C H E L O R ’ S  D E G R E E  

Conclusion 

The rise of the three-year bachelor’s degree reflects a broader reconsideration of the structure, cost, 
and value of undergraduate education. 
 
The 120-credit, four-year bachelor’s degree remains the dominant model in the United States. But it is 
no longer the only framework institutions are willing to consider. Some institutions are accelerating 
traditional degree pathways; others are building intentionally reduced-credit programs, often in 
applied fields or for adult and returning learners. 
 
The opportunity is significant: institutions may be able to reduce time, cost, and complexity for selected 
students while creating more focused pathways into employment and further education. The risks are 
equally important. Reduced-credit degrees must maintain academic rigor, navigate accreditation and 
licensure requirements, preserve transfer and graduate-school options, and earn the confidence of 
students and employers. 
 
The most promising programs will not be those that simply remove a year from a traditional degree. 
They will be those that deliberately identify what students need to know and be able to do, build a 
coherent curriculum around those outcomes, communicate transparently, and evaluate results over 
time. 
 
For institutional leaders, the central challenge is clear: how can higher education reduce 
unnecessary time and cost while preserving the quality, mobility, and long-term value of the 
bachelor’s degree? 
 
 
ABOUT TSG ADVISORS – EDUCATION 
TSG Advisors – Education seeks to serve as a leading partner in education and workforce consulting by bridging policy 

development with strategic implementation. We work alongside public institutions, nonprofits, government agencies, 

philanthropy, and private partners to develop practical strategies that support effective programs, strengthen alignment 

between education and workforce systems, and advance high-impact practices across the education landscape. 

Our team supports institutions in areas including strategic and academic planning, program development and review, 

policy and regulatory analysis, workforce and labor-market alignment, research, and evaluation. We help partners 
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assess new opportunities, navigate complex requirements, and develop approaches that are responsive to student, 

workforce, and institutional needs. For questions about this analysis or to learn how TSG Advisors – Education can 

support your institution in evaluating or implementing emerging academic models, please reach out to our Education 

practice. 

Website:  www.tsgadvisors.com/education/ 
Email:  education@tsgadvisors.com 
 

  


