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Confidential 
 

December 17, 2012 

 

To: Paul Buskirk, Associate Athletics Director - Student Athlete Support Services  

 Sheahon Zenger, Athletics Director 

From: Sara Rosen, Senior Vice Provost for Academic Affairs 

Cc: Bernadette Gray-Little, Chancellor 

 Jeffrey Vitter, Executive Vice Chancellor and Provost 

 Tim Caboni, Vice Chancellor for Public Affairs 

 Jeffrey Chasen, Director of Institutional Compliance  

 Theresa Becker, Athletics Compliance Director 

Subject: Examination of Independent Studies Courses taken by student-athletes 

 

This document provides a summary of my findings related to student-athletes enrolling 

in non-organized (independent study) courses. 

 

Executive Summary 

Below is a report of my examination of independent study and directed readings courses 

taken by KU student-athletes. I have examined the rate of athletes and non-athletes 

enrolling in courses with non-organized sections (e.g., independent study, directed 

readings, investigation & conference, directed language study), percent of the credit 

hours within the major that are taken as non-organized sections, and grades conferred to 

students in such non-organized sections. Overall, I have found that athletes are taking 

courses that are appropriately a part of the curricula in their majors and are fully 

available to all students, that records indicate that faculty guiding students in their non-

organized sections are assigning distinctive grades that would appear to be reflective of 

individual work, and that there is no indication of academic fraud taking place. 

 

History 

At his request, Paul Buskirk met with me on October 5, 2012. At that meeting, he 

indicated that as a part of his continual evaluation of academic practices among student-

athletes, and his ever-increasing awareness of potential sources of academic fraud, he 

noticed one area in which the use of independent study courses (defined here as for-
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credit courses that have no defined meeting time, and include independent study, 

directed readings, investigation & conference, and directed language study) by student-

athletes as worthy of examining further. He requested my help in examining the use of 

independent study among men’s basketball players in particular. His overall request was 

to help determine whether academic fraud was taking place, and to make any suggestions 

moving forward that would employ best practices to help ensure that independent study 

courses taken by student-athletes are held to the same academic rigor as those taken by 

all students. Given the number of independent study courses taken by this group of 

athletes, it was critical that we look carefully at the use of independent study by the 

student-athletes to determine whether any academic misconduct might have taken place 

and to ensure that the academic and curricular activities of the student-athletes were 

appropriate. 

 

Compliance Principles 

Paul and I met with Theresa Becker, Compliance Director for Athletics, on October 16, 

2012. Also present at that meeting were Tim Caboni, Vice Chancellor for Public Affairs, 

and Jeff Chasen, Director of Institutional Compliance. The purpose of that meeting was to 

collect information concerning compliance principles and regulations, including NCAA 

rules, guiding academic issues as they relate to student-athletes. I understood from that 

meeting that the main guiding principles are to ensure (i) that there be no academic fraud 

or misconduct on the part of the institution, the faculty, the students, and Athletics, and 

(ii) that there be consistency in academic standards, rigor, and curriculum for student-

athletes and for non-athlete students.  

 

Methodology 

As a part of his standard and ongoing investigation of academic conduct of student-

athletes, Paul indicated to me that he looked at the use of independent study courses 

among athletes. He found that student-athletes overall did not tend to take independent 

study courses at a higher rate than non-athletes with one exception. It appeared from his 

examination that student-athletes on the men’s basketball team between fall 2007 and 

fall 2012 had enrolled in independent study courses at a higher rate than non-athletes. 

Paul made me aware of these data on October 5, 2012. 

 

The independent study courses taken by the men’s basketball players clustered in a few 

program areas, African and African-American Studies (AAAS) and Communication 

Studies, with a few such courses taken in American Studies. I found one independent 

study course in Geography taught by a faculty member with a joint appointment in AAAS. 
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Further investigation excluded Geography. I examined student enrollment in 

independent study courses in the remaining three programs. I also looked at enrollment 

in independent study courses in Women Gender and Sexuality Studies (WGSS) as a 

comparison. WGSS is similar to the programs in question in size and in its 

interdisciplinary curriculum, much like AAAS and AMS. The incidence of student-athletes 

enrolling in independent study did not appear to be higher than average in 

Communication Studies or American Studies.  

 

In my examination, I compared the percent of students taking independent study courses 

with the percent of men’s basketball players taking independent study in each of these 

programs. I also looked at grade distributions for independent study courses. Finally, I 

examined the curricular requirements for a degree in AAAS as well as teaching 

expectations in AAAS, the program with the highest concentration of independent study 

courses. 

 

Findings 

Table 1 provides the student credit hour production for organized and non-organized 

(independent study) courses taken by majors from summer 2007 through summer 2012 

in the four fields examined1. These figures are for all undergraduate majors in these 

programs during the semesters examined.  

 

Program Unique Counts 

of Majors 

Student Credit Hours (SCH) % of Non-

organized SCH Organized Non-organized 

AAAS 147 9246 487 5.00% 

AMS 277 19047.5 393 2.02% 

COMS 2003 133587.2 897 0.67% 

WGSS 127 8546.5 216 2.47% 
Table 1: Student credit hours generated by program majors grouped by organized and non-

organized course types 

 

The data in Table 1 indicate that, overall, students majoring in AAAS take a higher 

proportion of their courses in independent study (non-organized) courses than those in 

the other three fields. These data indicate that independent study is an integral part of 

the curriculum in this field. Examination of the curricular requirements on the 

department website corroborates this finding.  

                                                             
1 Majors in these programs may have been enrolled one semester, several semesters, or all semesters in the 
period examined. 
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Table 2 provides information on the incidence of independent study taken by students 

majoring in the various degree programs and concentrations within AAAS. The data in 

Table 2 indicate that students in the African Studies BGS program take independent study 

courses at a higher rate than those in the other AAAS degree programs. 

 

Degree/Concentration 

Number 

of 

Majors 

Student Credit Hours (SCH) 
% of non-

organized SCH Organized Non-organized 

AFSA-BA 55 3275 120 3.53% 

AFSA-BA+AFR-AMER 1 110   

AFSA-BA+AFRICAN 2 214 3 1.38% 

AFSA-BA+ARAB_ISLAM 7 650 15 2.26% 
AFSA-BGS Men’s Basketball             

Team Members Subtotal 
 

15 

 

701 

 

162 

 

18.77% 

AFSA-BGS 81 4906 349 6.64% 

AFSA-BGS+ARAB_ISLMS 1 91   

TOTAL 147 9246 487 5.00% 
Table 2: Student credit hours generated by AAAS majors grouped by organized and non-organized 

course types 

 

Between summer 2007 and summer 2012, the members of the men’s basketball team 

took independent study courses out of proportion to non-athletes in AAAS, particularly in 

the AAAS BGS degree program. As Table 2 shows, for students overall with a declared 

major in the African Studies BGS degree program, independent study courses comprised 

6.64% of their total AAAS enrollment. In comparison, student-athletes on the men’s 

basketball team with a declared major in the AAAS BGS program took 18.8% of their 

AAAS courses in independent study. The percent of AAAS independent study courses 

among basketball players majoring in the AAAS BGS program ranged from 8.82% to 

40.0% of their total AAAS enrollments. The range for non-athletes in the same degree 

program was 0% to 25% (ignoring all those with nine or fewer AAAS credits). 

 

The two relevant findings from Tables 1 and 2 and from the examination of independent 

study among athletes are: 

 AAAS students take independent study more than students in similar programs, 

and this is particularly true for AAAS BGS students.  
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 Men’s basketball players, particularly those in the AAAS BGS program, are taking 

independent study courses at a higher rate than the overall population of AAAS 

BGS majors.  

 

Further investigation of independent study in AAAS reveals two additional important 

findings. First, the AAAS degree programs use non-organized units as an integral part of 

the program curricula. An examination of the university undergraduate catalog reveals a 

number of independent study, directed readings, and directed language study courses 

distributed throughout the degree program, and these seem to be well-integrated into the 

overall degree program. In addition, the department policy on promotion and tenure 

indicates that conducting independent study with students is a part of the evaluation of 

teaching and is expected of all faculty. This expectation is written into the promotion and 

tenure guidelines for faculty in AAAS.  

 

Second, student-athletes taking independent study courses in the programs examined 

receive grades comparable to non-athletes. Table 3 shows average grades in independent 

study (non-organized) courses in selected subject areas for summer 2007 through 

summer 2012 for members of the men’s basketball team compared to other enrolled 

students.  

 

Non-organized 

courses Summer 

2007 – Summer 

2012 

Average Grades 

Men’s 

Basketball 

Team 

Members 

Other 

Enrolled 

Students 

AAAS 3.26 3.67 

COMS 3.01 3.84 

GEOG 3.43 3.61 

Overall 3.25 3.74 
Table 3: Average grades in independent study courses in selected subject areas 

 

 

Summary  

Although student-athletes on the men’s basketball team between the summer of 2007 

and the summer of 2012 have taken a larger percentage of independent study courses 

than their peers in AAAS, I find no evidence of academic fraud, and I find positive 

evidence that the student-athletes’ academic experiences are consistent with those of 
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non-athletes. In addition, student-athletes have been taking academic units that are fully 

available to all students.  

 

There are often good reasons for students-athletes to take independent study courses, 

including the necessity of making progress toward degree in the face of intense practice 

and travel schedules. In addition, the programs in which student-athletes are taking a 

large number of independent study courses have relatively small faculties and therefore 

few available courses, and finding scheduled classes may be challenging for athletes. 

Finally, the independent study classes taken by the men’s basketball players are clustered 

largely in a program that relies on independent study courses more heavily than other 

programs across campus.  

 

Because the men’s basketball players are taking independent study courses in AAAS out 

of proportion with non-athletes, I conclude with two recommendations, both of which are 

designed to reduce the possibility or even the suspicion of impropriety or academic fraud. 

 

Recommendations 

First, I recommend that Athletics consider setting expectations for the maximum number 

of independent study courses an athlete may take, either overall or in a given term or 

both. Such policies should be considered in light of the travel and practice schedules that 

athletes endure and in keeping with expectations that student-athletes make continual 

progress toward degree completion. 

 

Second, it is good practice for courses to have a syllabus or expected learning outcomes. 

In particular, Student Athlete Support Services should attempt to ensure that 

independent study courses have a syllabus or otherwise be able to document explicit 

expected learning outcomes. 
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