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Over half of all students on a typical campus at 
any given point in time, on average are mobile 
students. They either came from somewhere 
else, will go somewhere else, or both, before 

finishing a degree.

Douglas Shapiro, National Student Clearinghouse (2019)

Source: Quoted in Beyond Free College (Strempel and Handel, 2021)
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Our New Normal: Impact on Higher Education

• Expansion of the internet and on-line platforms 
like Zoom have allowed us to communicate 
virtually.

• On-line learning has expanded significantly, 
providing students with an opportunity to earn 
college credit without having to go to a classroom.

• New and growing sources of college credit, such 
as Advanced Placement (AP), IB, and PLA, will 
advance student progress around the world.



It is predicted that by 2025, 32% of students attending 
public four-year institutions will transfer with 30 or more 
credits from another institution.

From Inside Higher Education, The Transfer Landscape: A Survey of College Officials, October 2020
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Credit Transfer: Institutional Advantages

• Most new students want to earn a BA degree, 
regardless of the certificates and sub-
baccalaureate degrees they might earn.

• Students will enroll at those colleges and 
universities that:
o pose the fewest barriers for credit transfer; 

or
o have the most transparent credit transfer 

policies.
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Credit Transfer: Institutional Parameters and Constraints

• Four-year colleges and universities must enroll 
qualified students. (We do not wish to accept 
courses that do not prepare students well for 
the programs they are entering.) 

• Community colleges want to offer courses that 
are relevant and appropriate for students who 
wish to transfer, but often do not know the 
criteria by which other institutions will accept 
their courses.

• Evaluating individual courses is time-
consuming, often tedious, and seemingly never 
ending. 



9

The Cost: Credit Transfer Outcomes

• US General Service Administration (GAO) 
analysis of student course taking over six years.

• Findings:

o “Students lost an estimated 43 percent of college 
credit when they transferred, or an estimated 13 
credits, on average”

o Credit Loss by Pathway: Vertical transfers lost about 
26 percent of their credit.
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Case Study: Transfer from a California Community 
College to the University of California

• California Master Plan 
(1960)

• 110 community colleges 
(2 million students); 9 UC 
Campuses 

• “2 to 1” Ratio 
Requirement means a lot 
of students are 
transferring every year

• Transfer Credit Policies 
are Key to Master Plan 
Success



California Transfer Process 

Most US credit 
transfer problems 

occur at this 
transition point.
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Model Components

1. Philosophy/Principles
2. Practice and Policy
3. Disciplinary Details
4. Textbook/Resource Specifications
5. Out-of-Scope Requests: Some Ideas



1. Philosophy/Principles 

Two basic principles are involved in determining whether a community 
college course is transferable to the University of California:

• The course should be comparable to one offered at the lower-
division level at a UC campus.

• If the course is not equivalent to a particular UC course, it must be 
appropriate for a university degree in terms of purpose, scope and 
depth.
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2. Practice & Policy

• High-level guidance, but with 
important specifics.

• Indicates what credit the University 
will not accept.

• Available on-line: 
https://admission.universityofcaliforni
a.edu/counselors/files/Transfer_Credi
t_Practice.pdf

University of California 
Statement of Credit 
Practices

https://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/counselors/files/Transfer_Credit_Practice.pdf
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2. Practice & Policy

• Additional Topics:
-Limitations
-Duplicative Credit
-Examination Scores

University of California 
Statement of Credit 
Practices
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3. Disciplinary Details

• UC provides guidance for credit 
transfer in 36 disciplinary areas.

• From “Administration of Justice 
to Theatre Arts.”

• Let’s review two subject 
areas…Chemistry and Physical 
Education

Special regulations for courses 
in specific subject areas
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3. Disciplinary Details

• Each disciplinary subject area is 
analyzed.

• Every Discipline Has “The Basics:”
-What is an acceptable 
transferable course?

-What kinds of prerequisite 
courses are required to create a 
transferable course?

-What courses are not
transferable?

Special regulations for courses 
in specific subject areas
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3. Disciplinary Details

• The Concept of Limited Credit

• UC limits the amount of credit 
a student may transfer to its 
campuses, regardless of the 
quality of that course or its 
applicability/usefulness to 
other programs or degrees.

Special regulations for courses 
in specific subject areas
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4. Textbook/Resource Requirements

• UC faculty are not interested in 
specifying specific textbooks.

• Depending on the discipline, however, 
the textbooks must meet some basic 
thresholds, such as:

-Reading Level
-Laboratory Course Materials
-Reading Lists

UC requires that supplementary 
resources (such as textbooks) 
to meet specific parameters.



5. Out-of-Scope Requests & Special Topics 

• Some courses do not fit into neat categories based on discipline, rigor, 
prerequisites, required textbooks, or the like.

• Yet students need some process by which they can provide additional 
information about the courses they have completed (e.g., such as a 
syllabus or a reading list).

• Curriculum developers at other colleges/universities also need 
additional information about the type of courses your institution will 
accept or the degree of rigor they must demonstrate.

• The University of California has an appeal process that allows 
students (or curriculum directors at other institutions) to obtain 
additional information.
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Final Thoughts: American Council on Education

• Statement of Principles on Acceptance of Credit (April 
2020)

• “One size does not fit all….We do not believe that there is one 
approach or one system that should apply to how institutions 
evaluate and accepts credits…”

• “Institutional policies should, aim for complete transparency. The 
circumstances under which credits and or grades are accepted and 
not accepted should be clear and publicly stated in accessible, 
specific, and easy-to-understand terms.”

• “Students and their families need clear, timely information on 
which to make decisions.”



Additional 
Resources
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The Initiative on Transfer Policy and Practice

Available from: https://professionals.collegeboard.org/higher-
ed/community-colleges/initiative-transfer-policy-and-practice



Shandel1614@gmail.com

Stephen J. Handel, Ph.D.
Executive Director—Strategic 
Higher Education
The College Board

Thank You!


	Guidelines for Assessment of Course Equivalency: A California Case Study����
	Over half of all students on a typical campus at any given point in time, on average are mobile students. They either came from somewhere else, will go somewhere else, or both, before finishing a degree.��Douglas Shapiro, National Student Clearinghouse (2019)
	Agenda
	Our New Normal: Impact on Higher Education
	It is predicted that by 2025, 32% of students attending public four-year institutions will transfer with 30 or more credits from another institution.
	Agenda
	Credit Transfer: Institutional Advantages�
	Credit Transfer: Institutional Parameters and Constraints�
	The Cost: Credit Transfer Outcomes�
	Agenda
	Slide Number 11
	California Transfer Process 
	Model Components
	1. Philosophy/Principles 
	2. Practice & Policy
	2. Practice & Policy
	3. Disciplinary Details
	3. Disciplinary Details
	3. Disciplinary Details
	4. Textbook/Resource Requirements
	5. Out-of-Scope Requests & Special Topics 
	Agenda
	Final Thoughts: American Council on Education�
	Slide Number 24
	The Initiative on Transfer Policy and Practice
	Thank You!

