
 
 

 
 

White Paper: Benchmarking and Year-Coun8ng Defined 
 
Execu8ve Summary 
 

There are two prevailing methodologies the interna3onal creden3al evalua3on industry has used in the 
recogni3on of foreign creden3al comparisons: year-coun3ng, which relies on the number of years of full-3me 
study, and benchmarking, which emphasizes learning outcomes achieved.   Year-coun3ng has been considered the 
standard in the United States (US) since the creden3al evalua3on industry was priva3zed in the late 1970s and was 
the methodology most oHen used by higher educa3on ins3tu3ons, professional licensure boards, and immigra3on 
adjudicators. However, with the inven3on of the internet and the availability of rich data at our finger3ps, over the 
past 10-15 years, many US higher educa3on ins3tu3ons (HEIs) have realized years alone may not be the best 
predictor of academic readiness for graduate level studies. Many US employers have also recognized three-year 
graduates are performing just as well as four-year graduates in many professions.  To further advance global learner 
mobility and our unwavering commitment to lowering the barriers for interna3onal students and workers, 
Interna3onal Educa3on Evalua3ons (IEE) has differen3ated these two methodologies for increased transparency 
and to beQer serve the needs of our ins3tu3onal partners.  IEE’s higher educa3on partners now have the ability 
to choose the evalua3on approach that best aligns with their own internal policy. Reports will now specify the 
methodology used by the evaluator in making postsecondary equivalency determina3ons.  
 

Background 
Foreign creden3al evalua3on seeks to describe an individual’s educa3onal qualifica3ons in detail and provide an 
overall equivalency of the closest comparable program of study, along with a conversion of the credits and grades, 
from one country to another.  Evalua3on reports allow individuals who have completed their educa3on and 
training in one country to further their educa3on, seek employment, apply for licensure, or pe33on for certain 
immigra3on categories in another.  They also permit universi3es, employers, licensing boards, and government 
agencies to assess the qualifica3ons of interna3onally educated individuals and make informed decisions.  In most 
countries, there is a government agency tasked with the responsibility for recogni3on of foreign qualifica3ons.  In 
the US, this process is decentralized and priva3zed, and there is no federal regula3on of evalua3on agencies.i As a 
result, evalua3on policies vary, and equivalency determina3ons may differ.  A student may present the same 
creden3al to two evalua3on agencies and receive a different credit total, grade point average, and degree 
equivalency.  This doesn’t necessarily mean one is wrong; it can (and oHen does) mean that the evaluators in 
ques3on have used two different—but acceptable—methods to reach two dis3nct—but reasonable—conclusions.  
This is similar to the IRS permiYng businesses to file taxes according to a cash or accrual basis; or HEIs allowing 
students to submit either SAT or ACT scores, knowing that both examina3ons are reasonable indicators of poten3al 
academic success even though they assess students differently.  It is important, therefore, that all consumers—
students, Higher Educa3on Ins3tu3ons, licensing boards, and employers—have access to informa3on not only 
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about the organiza3ons providing these reports, but also about the process by which the evalua3ons are 
conducted and the factors that are cri3cal to decisions about degree comparability.   
 

IEE degree comparability decisions involve an analysis of seven factors: 
 

• Ins3tu3onal status 
How is the school, college, university, or ins3tu3on recognized? How are the programs of study evaluated 
and monitored?  What kind of quality control or accredita3on exists to ensure students are receiving 
reasonable instruc3on? 
 

• Entrance criteria 
What are the admission requirements for a specific program of study?  What qualifica3on must a student 
possess in order to be accepted into a program of study?   
 

• Program dura3on  
How many years of full-3me study must a student complete to graduate with a specific diploma or degree?  
How is a year of full-3me study defined?  How many weeks cons3tute an academic term?  How is a unit 
or credit defined?  How many instruc3onal hours are needed for a subject?  How many hours are 
represented by a single credit?  How many credits make up a program of study? 
 

• Field of study 
Is the curriculum more theore3cal or applied/prac3cal?  Is the program academic or professional?  Does 
the program prepare a student for a specific job or is it designed to prepare the student for further 
academic study?  What is the main subject or major?  How much of the curriculum is specialized in that 
major? 
 

• Program complexity / level of study 
What is the typical educa3onal ladder for a specific country or system of educa3on?  How rigorous is the 
curriculum?  How are the instructors for the program trained and what are their qualifica3ons?  What is 
the educa3onal framework that exists in a specific country? 
 

• Professional or voca3onal access 
For what specific profession or voca3on does the program prepare the student?  Are there licenses or 
cer3fica3ons that can be obtained upon comple3on of this program? 
 

• Academic achievement 
For what specific educa3onal level does the program prepare the student?  Is the student able to advance 
to the next step on that country’s educa3onal framework/ladder?  What kinds of informa3on or type of 
knowledge does the graduate possess?  

 
 
IEE evaluators use two methodologies: 
  

• Year-Coun=ng 
This approach to creden3als evalua3on priori3zes years of full-3me study as founda3onal to the 
comparison of interna3onal qualifica3ons and accepts that an academic year (or term) of full-3me study 
in one country is propor3onate to an academic year (or term) of full-3me study in another.  The factors 
(listed above) that maQer the most are entrance criteria and program dura3on.  While it is an 
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oversimplifica3on to reduce the en3re evalua3on strategy to simply coun3ng the number of years that a 
program requires, this method certainly gives more weight to calendric measurements of learning.   

 

• Benchmarking 
This contextual approach to evalua3on is used widely around the world and is gaining trac3on in the US.  
It priori3zes academic and professional access in the comparison of interna3onal qualifica3ons and prefers 
contact hour measurements of learning dura3on.  More importantly, this evalua3on strategy accepts that 
outcomes and achievements in one country are commensurate with outcomes and achievements in 
another.  It gives weight to how specialized and well-prepared students are for further studies or to enter 
the workforce with advanced skills.  The factors (listed above) that maQer most are program complexity, 
professional access, and academic achievement.   

 
Both strategies have significant overlap.  Benchmarked evalua3ons do, in fact, involve some year-coun3ng.  “Year-
counters” recognize and implement benchmarks—especially when it comes to secondary-level or professional 
educa3on.ii  US higher educa3on ins3tu3ons and US evalua3on agencies rarely employ only one methodology in 
100% of cases.  When it comes to evalua3ng foreign undergraduate programs, however, it would be en3rely fair 
to say that if analysts employing a year-count approach are unable to confirm four years of full-3me study beyond 
the end of secondary educa3on, they are consequently unwilling to endorse a bachelor’s degree equivalency.iii   
 
 

Problem Defini8on 
 

In its infancy, higher educa3on in the United States was aQended primarily by those whose family owned 
businesses or land.  Their wealth ensured access to gainful employment, with or without university educa3on.  
Undergraduate programs, therefore, were not necessarily designed to prepare students to acquire specialized 
knowledge so much as they were intended to teach students how to think cri3cally and crea3vely across a wide 
range of material.  Furthermore, they were not created to prepare students for specific voca3ons, but rather 
designed to teach a breadth of general curriculum in arts, humani3es, social sciences, exact sciences, and 
mathema3cs.  Highly specialized and professional studies were pushed to advanced or graduate programs.iv 
 
While the US is certainly not unique in its fondness for the liberal arts model, most immigrants who seek to further 
their educa3on or careers in the US have oHen been educated in a country whose educa3on system is 
characteris3cally career-oriented and far more specialized and technical than most American undergraduate 
programs.  Is one educa3on system superior to another?  Absolutely not.  The goals and tac3cs are dis3nc3ve, yet 
both systems produce successful graduates.  The difficulty lies in the aQempt to compare the two using a year-
coun3ng approach, which has long been the tradi3onal method used by American creden3al analysts.   
 
Under this model, foreign educated individuals whose immigra3on status, university admission, licensure 
applica3on, or employment offer depends upon a specific US degree equivalency may find that the four-year, 
liberal arts model upon which that target equivalency is framed is working against them.  Let’s take a physics 
graduate from India, for example.  Despite having completed a Bachelor of Science degree in Physics which 
included more than double the amount of physics curriculum than what is required in a US undergraduate physics 
major, and regardless of having the same number of instruc3onal hours for the en3re program, an Indian student’s 
degree is judged as “not equivalent.” The opportuni3es to be accepted to a graduate program in quantum 
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mechanics, or to be offered a job in thermodynamics research, etc., suddenly disappear, regardless of how well 
qualified the graduate may be.  The program was three years rather than four.  The gate is closed. 
 

Reframing the Issue 
 

At IEE, we take seriously our commitment to all stakeholders—both the interna3onally-educated clients who seek 
evalua3on services for immigra3on, admission, employment and licensing processes; as well as the US 
government agencies, higher educa3on ins3tu3ons, employers, and licensing boards who receive evalua3on 
reports and depend on our exper3se and research.  We view both evalua3on strategies as effec3ve methodologies 
that have been developed over decades by those of us engaged in applied compara3ve educa3on research.  What 
has become increasingly clear to us over the last few years, however, is that our preference for year-coun3ng as a 
one-size-fits-all approach fails to fully defer to our corporate mission of advancing global learner mobility and 
advoca3ng for the recogni3on of interna3onal educa3on qualifica3ons which enable individuals to fully u3lize 
their educa3on.  We also realized that we were inadvertently underserving those higher educa3on ins3tu3ons 
that do accept or even prefer a benchmarking approach.   
 
Faced with the challenge of how we can beQer serve our partners without dilu3ng the unique rules of compara3ve 
educa3on, IEE found it necessary to differen3ate between these two prevailing methodologies.  To arbitrarily 
choose one methodology could alienate organiza3ons like USCIS and various state licensing boards whose 
regula3ons explicitly require year-coun3ng methods.  The answer was not to simply abandon year-coun3ng 
altogether.  Neither was the solu3on to employ a mixed, ambiguous approach whereby the users were leH to guess 
the methodology used in the evalua3on depending on the creden3al or country in ques3on. 
 
Instead, we embraced the idea of defining the two methodologies and allowing the recipients to determine which 
best suits their purpose.  Rather than pushing a single agenda, our goal is to educate our partners on the shared 
tenets, the dis3nc3veness, and the strengths of both evalua3on methodologies, and instead of aQemp3ng to 
convince them why one is necessarily beQer than the other, we are offering a choice.  We want to know which 
factors are most important to the ins3tu3ons we serve so that we can apply those consistently to their applicants.  
Our ins3tu3on partners will have the ability to choose our new standard approach of leaning into postsecondary 
benchmarking while our immigra3on and licensure clients will con3nue to receive evalua3ons based on a strict 
year-coun3ng approach.    
 

Data-Driven Solu8on 
 

The first step in our journey was research.  Certainly, we understood that interna3onal students and immigrants 
were invested in the idea of benchmarking equivalencies.  Of course, we recognized that some of our established 
ins3tu3onal partners—and a quickly-growing number of prospec3ve ins3tu3onal partners—were enthusias3c 
about the possibility that we might be able to move away from our longstanding convic3on that “only years 
maQer.”  For our execu3ve team, this had to be more than a simple business decision.  This had to resonate with 
our commitment to integrity and excellence, which are detailed in our organiza3on’s core values.  To put it in 
simpler terms: we had to make sure the idea held water—that benchmarking could stand up to cri3cal 
examina3on.  
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One of the principles defining a year-coun3ng posi3on is that the 3me spent learning should be measured.  So, we 
began by inten3onally doubling down on that idea.  Does year-coun3ng go far enough?  Should we count hours 
instead?  We discovered that in many three-year bachelor's degree programs, the contact hours spent by students 
in direct instruc3on and in study or prepara3on not only matched but far exceeded the hours spent by their North 
American counterparts enrolled in four-year programs.v  We already knew that Indian and European students 
spent a greater percentage of their undergraduate career engaged in their major(s) than a typical US student.   
 
 

Bachelor’s degree: History Total Credit Count Minimum Credits in 
History 

Percent of Time Spent 
in Major 

University of Michigan, USA [4 
years] 
 

120 30 25% 

University of Antwerp, Belgium 
[3 years] 
 

180 146 81% 

Loyola College, India [3 years] 
 159 125 79% 

vi 
 

Bachelor’s degree: Chemistry Total Credit Count Minimum Credits in 
Chemistry 

Percent of Time Spent 
in Major 

New York University, USA [4 
years] 
 

128 50 39% 

University of Helsinki, Finland [3 
years] 
 

180 90 50% 

Osmania University College for 
Women, India [3 years] 150 109 73% 

vii 
 
Although our conven3onal year-coun3ng evalua3ons would indicate three-year graduates did not possess 
bachelor equivalent degrees, our evalua3on reports would rou3nely draw aQen3on to the significant number of 
credits earned in the major of study, especially when those students were applying to US graduate programs.  
What became increasingly clear is this was not simply a ques3on of percentages; it was a ques3on of raw numbers.   
 
As an illustra3on, let’s look at Parva3 who completed a three-year bachelor’s degree in physics in India with 140 
Indian credits, and Elena who completed a four-year bachelor’s degree in physics in the United States with 126 US 
credits.  Both are applying to a US graduate program in op3cs.  A year-coun3ng approach to Parva3’s degree holds 
that she completed between 90 and 100 equivalent US semester credits in total, or approximately 32 credits per 
year, because that is what Elena’s program required of her for three years of study.  This approach, referred to as 
prora3ng, applies the standard full-3me credit workload of US undergraduates (15-16 per semester over the 
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course of eight semesters) as the target, and uses the Indian credits or marks per subject as weights for the purpose 
of obtaining a propor3onate credit distribu3on.  In other words, a 20-credit semester in India is reduced to 15; a 
4-credit course is reduced to 3; a 3-credit course is reduced to 2.25. 
 

Years Indian Credit Required US Credits Required 
(Target) 

Conversion Ra=o 

1 40-47 30-36 1 : 0.75 
For every credit earned in India, a year-count approach analysis will show 0.75 credits in the US, effec3vely 
reducing the value of the Indian credit by 25%. 

 
The next natural ques3on involves how Indian universi3es define a credit.  In the US, a credit hour is one hour (in 
reality, this “hour” is usually 50 minutes) of instruc3on plus an addi3onal two hours of study (non-classroom 
student prepara3on) per week over the course of a fiHeen-week semester.  Do Indian universi3es require less of 
their students per credit hour?  
 

Bachelor of Science 
(Physics) 

Credits Required for 
Gradua=on 

Instruc=onal Hours per 
Credit 

Total Instruc=onal Hours 
per Degree 

3-year Indian student 140 credits 15 2100 
4-year US student 126 credits 15 1890 

 
The answer is unambiguously no.viii  The Indian Choice-Based Credit System (CBCS) follows the same structure as 
the US semester credit system.  Even in places like Brazil or Europe, we found students were comple3ng in three 
years what US students complete in four.  For example, a standard “year-coun3ng” approach holds that 180 
European credits in a three-year bachelor's degree program are equivalent to 90 US semester credits.  When one 
inves3gates the actual instruc3onal and learning hours represented in a single European credit, it becomes clear 
that the 2:1 conversion strategy is year-coun3ng in disguise.  It fails to consider the actual 3me European students 
spend in classrooms, laboratories, and libraries.  It uses European credits as weights for propor3onate credit 
distribu3on.  In fact, graduates of European first cycle degree programs are averaging the same number of study 
hours in three years as their North American counterparts complete in four.ix 
 

Bachelor's degree Credits Required  
for Gradua=on 

Study Hours*  
per Credit 

Total Study Hours  
per Degree 

3-year Spanish student 180 credits 25-30 4500-5400 
4-year US student 120 credits 42.50 5100 

*Study hours include both actual contact hours in a classroom or laboratory se4ng as well as the minimum number of hours students are 
expected to work independently in order to be successful in the course.   
 
To return to our physicists, Parva3 and Elena have equivalent learning outcomes because they have access to the 
same level of employment, the same level of cer3fica3on or licensure poten3al, and/or the same level of further 
academic educa3on in their respec3ve countries.  They have both completed first cycle, undergraduate programs 
of similar rigor.  Beyond that, one can argue that not only did Parva3’s program demand she complete as many 
contact hours as those completed by Elena—her program actually required more.   
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We can make the argument Elena’s program had more of a liberal arts focus and that she might be beQer equipped 
to communicate effec3vely, nego3ate, pursue crea3ve endeavors, appreciate art, or even think cri3cally about 
subjects outside of mathema3cs and physics, but it is much harder to jus3fy that Parva3’s degree is inequivalent 
because it was completed 25% faster.  It is difficult to argue the gate should remain closed to Parva3 when it comes 
to professional competency or her ability to successfully complete a master’s degree program.   
 
In addi3on to measuring the amount of 3me spent engaged in ac3ve learning, a benchmarking strategy measures 
learning outcomes.  What have students learned and what are they capable of doing upon comple3on of the 
program?  Can employment be sought with this bachelors degree?  Can educa3on be furthered at the graduate-
level?  Does program comple3on lead to professional licensure? Each of these ques3ons help inform an 
equivalency determina3on from a benchmarking perspec3ve.  Licensed social workers educated in Denmark 
complete twice as many courses in core social work curriculum than their US counterparts.x  Does reducing their 
degree to the equivalent of 90-105 US credits accurately reflect their preparedness for US graduate study or their 
ability to perform the tasks the role of a social worker demands? The answer is simply, “No, it does not.”  These 
are not “apples to apples” comparisons, granted, but data suggests there are far more factors validaKng the no3on 
that a degree equivalency can be reached in this scenario than factors to the contrary.    
 
Beyond the number of years, factors that are irrelevant in the IEE benchmarking approach are elements like the 
rela3ve quality of the foreign ins3tu3ons as the source of judging the academic standing of individual students.  
These are not included among the seven factors (discussed previously) we use to make equivalency decisions.  
Presuming the foreign university meets the recogni3on standards required for IEE to indicate it is on par with a 
regionally accredited ins3tu3on in the US, the programs offered by said university will be eligible for benchmarking 
considera3on.  Moreover, it is not industry standard prac3ce for creden3al evalua3on reports to speak to issues 
of rela3ve ins3tu3onal pres3ge or selec3vity.  A bachelor’s degree from Harvard University and a bachelor’s degree 
from Bridgewater State University, 45 miles away, are both US bachelor's degrees.  Likewise, a student who 
graduates from Harvard with a 2.8 GPA and a student who graduates from Bridgewater with a 3.9 GPA both have 
bachelor's degrees.  One can certainly make judgements and comparisons between the two students and their 
academic accomplishments, but those factors have no bearing on a creden3al evalua3on degree equivalency.  The 
factors that truly maQer in a benchmarking approach are the complexity and rigor of the program in ques3on and 
what graduates of said program may access—both academically and professionally.  To be clear, adop3ng a 
benchmarking approach does not simply mean all three-year undergraduate qualifica3ons will receive a US 
bachelor’s degree equivalency.   
 

Conclusion 
 
While allowing for the fact that certain US employers, licensing boards, government agencies, and university 
admission offices are not prepared to abandon the year-coun3ng standard, we must make efforts to move the 
needle forward.  Our philosophical approach rests not on the belief that American higher educa3on is the gold 
standard for which we should act as gatekeepers, but rather that it is one of several successful global educa3on 
systems.  From IEE’s viewpoint, benchmarking is an opportunity that creates a gateway for interna3onal students 
and immigrants.  We see this as a new and op3onal approach for partners to promote global learner mobility and 
facilitate diversity and inclusion ini3a3ves in the US workforce and in US colleges and universi3es.  We look forward 
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to con3nuing to provide our clients with high quality, research-backed evalua3on reports while embracing 
methodology choice and transparency. 
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