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Tackling  
TRANSFER 

#TacklingTransfer 
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Does college “level the playing field” or produce more stratification? 



5 

COMMUNITY COLLEGE RESEARCH CENTER 

Fall 2014: 2.9 Million First-time Degree-seeking Students 

Public 2yrs 
37% 

Private 2yrs 
2% Private 4yrs 

21% 

Public 4yrs 
40% 

Potential of Transfer to 
increase Social Mobility: 
 

Community Colleges 
accounted for 37% of all new 

students starting college in 
the fall of 2014 

 
Approximately 80% intend to 

transfer and earn a 
bachelor’s degree 

Source: Digest of Ed. Statistics, Table 305.10 



6 

COMMUNITY COLLEGE RESEARCH CENTER 

The vast majority of students who  
enroll in a community college plan to  
one day earn a bachelor’s degree. 
 
Most never make it. 

Copyright © 2016 Public Agenda, Community College Research Center, The Aspen Institute 
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80%  
plan to get a  
bachelor’s degree 
or higher 
 

1.7 Million  
new students enroll in a  
community college each year 

Copyright © 2016 Public Agenda, Community College Research Center, The Aspen Institute 
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Only 100,000 earned  
a bachelor’s after 6 years 

We tracked 720,000 community college students who 
started in the fall of 2007 in pursuit of a college credential 

Copyright © 2016 Public Agenda, Community College Research Center, The Aspen Institute 
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0%

100%

First-time Students Transferred to a 4-year Completed bachelor's
Source: Jenkins & Fink (2016) 

720,000 degree-seeking Community College entrants 

80% intend to earn a Bachelor’s Degree 

33% transferred  
to a 4-year in 6 years 

29% of transfers earn  
award before transfer 

14% earn BA 
within 6 years 

Few Transfer, Even Fewer Complete 
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Achievement gaps,  
by Race & Income 

14% 
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25%
Fall 2007 CC Entrants 

Jenkins & Fink, 2016 
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Tracking Transfer: Five New Measures 

COMMUNITY 
COLLEGE 

FOUR-YEAR 
COLLEGE 

1. Transfer-Out Rate 
2. Transfer-with-Award Rate 
3. Transfer-Out Bachelor’s Completion Rate 

4. Transfer-In Bachelor’s  
      Completion Rate 

5.  Community College Cohort 
       Bachelor’s Completion Rate 
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Number of Transfer Students 

These are the bachelor’s completion rates for transfer 
students, by individual community college. 

There’s a lot of variation. 

Copyright © 2016 Public Agenda, Community College Research Center, The Aspen Institute 
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37% 

37% 

44% 

42% 

43% 

40% 

42% 
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Lower income serving
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Upper income serving

Rural

Suburban/town

Urban

U.S. community college average

Transfer-Out Bachelor's Completion Rate 

Average Transfer-Out Bachelor's Completion Rates by 
Institutional Characteristics 

Copyright © 2016 Public Agenda, Community College Research Center, The Aspen Institute 
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Lower income serving

Middle income serving

Upper income serving

Rural

Suburban/town

Urban

U.S. community college average

Transfer-Out Bachelor's Completion Rate 

While outcomes at community colleges vary, what we might 
imagine would predict variation doesn’t. 

Copyright © 2016 Public Agenda, Community College Research Center, The Aspen Institute 
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On the other hand, the characteristics of 4-year schools matter 
when it comes to how many transfer students get a bachelor’s. 

Copyright © 2016 Public Agenda, Community College Research Center, The Aspen Institute 
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Our conclusion: Transfer outcomes 
depend on what community colleges 
and 4-year colleges do to teach and 
support their students. 

Copyright © 2016 Public Agenda, Community College Research Center, The Aspen Institute 
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1) Lack of early momentum 

2) Students make progress, 
don’t transfer 

3) Transfer paths unclear 

4) Transfer credit loss 

 

 

Understudied Barriers to Transfer Success 
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Understudied Barrier #1 
 Lack of Early Momentum 
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Source: Xu, Jaggars, & Fletcher, 2016.  

Understudied Barrier #1: Lack of Early Momentum 
 

VA Fall 2004 Matched 2- and 4-Year Entrants, Average Credit Load by Term 
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Source: Xu, Jaggars, & Fletcher, 2016.  

Understudied Barrier #1: Lack of Early Momentum 
 

VA Fall 2004 Matched 2- and 4-Year Entrants, Cumulative Credits Earned by Term 
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Source: Xu, Jaggars, & Fletcher, 2016, Figure 4.  

Term-by-Term Fluctuations in 
GPA Among Transfers and 
Matched Native Students 

“Transfer Shock” initial drop in 
GPA; still higher than matched 
sample of 4-Year Entrants 

Transfer Student GPA  consistently 
higher than matched sample of 4-
Year Entrants 

Transfer student community college 
GPAs pre-transfer much higher than 
matched sample of 4-Year Entrants 
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Understudied Barrier #2 
 Students make progress, don’t transfer 
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23% 

68% 

0%

100%

All two-year
entrants

Associate
earners

Source: Xu, Jaggars, & Fletcher, 2016, Table 9.  
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< 20 20-39 40-59 ≥ 60 
College-level credits earned from CCs 

Understudied Barrier #2: Students make progress, don’t transfer 
 

Bachelor’s Degree-Seeking 2-year Entrants in VA,  
Rate of Transfer to Four-year Colleges  

 
77% 32% 95% 82% 64% 43% 
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Understudied Barrier #3 
 Transfer paths unclear 
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Understudied Barrier #3: Transfer paths unclear 
 

Enrollment Patterns among ~100K Bachelor’s Degree 
Completers who Started at a Community College 

2 + 3, 17.7% 

3 + 3, 13.6% 

2 + 4, 10.9% 

3 + 2, 
8.1% 

2 + 2, 8.1% 

1 + 4, 8.0% 

1 + 5, 4.9% 

1 + 3, 3.7% 

4 + 2, 3.5% 1 + 2, 0.7% 

4 + 1, 0.2% 

3 + 1, 0.2% 

2 + 1, 0.2% 

5 + 1, 0.1% 1 + 1, 0.1% Patterns with 
Enrollment 

Breaks, 19.9% 

years at CC 
+  

years at 4yr 

Few graduates follow 2+2 pattern 

Jenkins & Fink, 2016; Further disaggregation by authors 
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Understudied Barrier #3: Transfer paths unclear 
 

Fink, J. (2017, March). Visualizing the Many Routes Community Colleges Students Take to Complete a Bachelor’s Degree. Retrieved 
from http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/announcements/visualizing-many-routes-bachelors-degree.html 

http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/announcements/visualizing-many-routes-bachelors-degree.html
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Transfer Arrival at Four-year Colleges: Earliest Transfer Term 

28% of Transfers arrive 
during a Spring term 10% of Transfers arrive 

during a Summer term 

62% of Transfers arrive 
during a Fall term 

Understudied Barrier #3: Transfer paths unclear 
 

National Fall 2007 Degree-Seeking CC Entrants  
who Transferred within Six Years 

N = 230K Transfer Students 

Jenkins & Fink, 2016; Further disaggregation by authors 
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Jaggars, Fink, Fletcher, & Dundar, 2016 

No “Well-Trodden” Transfer Pathway to 
Degrees in STEM and Computer Science 
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Source: Jaggars et. al, 2016 
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1.8 Million CC Entrants, 
2007-08 Academic Year 

Few students who started at a Community College earned a 
bachelor’s degree in Computer Science within 7 years 

9.6% earned Non-STEM BAs 

2.8% earned Other-STEM BAs 

0.2% earned Computer 
Science BAs 



Source: Jaggars et. al, 2016 
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No “Well-Trodden” Transfer Pathway: 
Unique, Term-by-Term Enrollment Patterns among  

3,290 Computer Science Graduates 
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Top 10 
Patterns, 
19% of 

Graduates 

Other 
1,203 

Patterns, 
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Graduates 

Top Pattern, 5% of CS Graduates: 
 

1 Year at Community College  
+  

4 Years at Four-Year Institution 
 

‘Traditional’ Transfer Pattern: 
 

2 Years at Community College  
+  

2 Years at Four-Year Institution 
 

Accounts for 1% of CS Graduates 

Source: Jaggars et. al, 2016 
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Lyon & Denner, 2016 

Companion report surveyed prospective CS students at two 
California Community Colleges 

Key themes: 
 

• Students are confused about transfer pathways in CS 

• Students struggle to progress through complex chain of 
prerequisites in preparation for transfer into CS major 

• Students have limited knowledge of CS profession 

 
Barriers to students’ development of interest and progression into CS: 
• Necessary prerequisite classes are over-enrolled 
• Math requirements are “daunting” 
• Students lack confidence to succeed in needed courses 
• Competing responsibilities interfere 
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Understudied Barrier #4 
 Transfer credit loss 
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Understudied Barrier #4: Transfer Credit Loss 

Just 58% of students  
successfully transferred  
90% of their credits. 

And 15% can’t transfer 
any credits at all. 

Students who can transfer 90% 
of their credits were 2.5x more 
likely to get their bachelor's 
degree, compared to those who 
transfer half or less. Source: BPS data, Monaghan & Attewell, 2015. 
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Understudied Barrier #4: Transfer Credit Loss 
 

VA Fall 2004 Matched 2- and 4-Year Entrants,  
Total Credits Earned at Graduation 

 

Source: Xu, Jaggars, & Fletcher, 2016, Table 10.  
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• Important to understand: both a barrier to completion and source of extra cost 

• Measures of credit transfer efficiency:  

– Transferability: Credits are accepted at receiving institution 

– Applicability: Credits are counted toward major/degree at receiving institution 

– Excess Credit: Students attempted/earned more credits than the total 
required for their degree 

• APPAM 2016: Exploratory study of excess credits among BA completers who 
started a two- and four-year institutions in two states: 

– Created a rich set of variables to capture the curricular pathways students take in 
pursuing a bachelor’s degree 

– Used data mining techniques to identify variables associated with efficient or inefficient 
bachelor’s degree pathways 

– Dependent Variable: Excess Credits among BA completers 
 

 
 

Credit Transfer Efficiency 
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Simplified Partition Tree: 
State B, 2-year Entrants, Excess Credits Attempted 

Source: Fink, Kopko, Ran, & Jenkins. “Course-level Indicators of Two- to Four-Year College Credit Transfer Efficiency,” Paper presented at 
APPAM 2016, Washington, DC. 
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M = 12.4, SD = 14.7 

>10% of credits 
attempted before 60 

credits were 200 
level 

3461 students, 
M = 24.1, SD = 20.7 

>44% of credits 
earned before 60 
credits were 100 

level  
4757 students, 

M = 33.5, SD = 23.7 

>85% of CC credits 
earned were in the 

Transfer Library 
2007 students, 

M = 25.2, SD = 19.6 

<85% of CC credits 
earned were in the 

Transfer Library 
2750 students, 

M = 39.6, SD = 24.5 

Did not take a 100-
level Math course 

after 60 credits 
1891 students, 

M = 35.2, SD = 23.2 

Took a 100-level 
Math course after 60 

credits 
859 students, 

M = 49.4, SD = 24.5 
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1) Lack of early momentum 

2) Students make progress, don’t transfer 

3) Transfer paths unclear 

4) Transfer credit loss 

 

What can we do to address these barriers? 

 

Understudied Barriers to Transfer Success 
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How Can Community College and Four-Year 
Partners Achieve Strong Transfer Outcomes? 
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State Community College Universities 

Colorado • Front Range CC • Colorado State University 

Connecticut • Manchester CC • Eastern Connecticut State U 

Florida • Broward College 
• Florida International U 
• Florida Atlantic U 

Louisiana • LSU-Eunice • U of Louisiana - Lafayette 

Mass. • Holyoke CC • U Mass Amherst 

Washington • Everett CC 
• University of Washington 
• Western Washington U 

The Transfer Playbook: Essential Practices 
for Two- and Four-Year Colleges 

Wyner, Deane, Jenkins & Fink, May 2016. 
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STRATEGY 1: Prioritize Transfer 

STRATEGY 2: Create Clear Programmatic Pathways 
with Aligned High-Quality Instruction 

STRATEGY 3: Provide Tailored Transfer Student 
Advising 

+ Build strong transfer partnerships 

 

The Transfer Playbook: Essential Practices 
for Two- and Four-Year Colleges 
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Communicate transfer as a key component of the 
institution’s mission 

Share data to increase understanding of the need to 
improve transfer student outcomes – and the benefits of 
doing so  

Dedicate significant resources to support transfer students 

 

STRATEGY 1: Prioritize Transfer 



GENERAL EDUCATION REQUIREMENTS 
(Select 12 courses from this list of more than 300) 
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Work collaboratively with colleagues from partner institutions 

to create major-specific program maps 

Provide rigorous instruction and other high-quality academic 
experiences to prepare students for four-year programs 

Establish regular, reliable processes for updating and 
improving program maps 

Design unconventional pathways, as necessary 

 

STRATEGY 2: Create Clear Programmatic 
Pathways with Aligned High-Quality Instruction 
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Overview of program 

Information on 
common transfer 

destinations 

Program advisor 
information 

Program-specific 
“degree-sheets” 



Select an area 
of interest 

Select a major map 
for course sequence 
and prerequisites to 
finish in two years 

Program description 

https://mymajor.fiu.edu/ 
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STRATEGY 3: Provide Tailored Transfer 
Student Advising 

For a complete list of questions, see page 34 of The Transfer Playbook. 

WILL I BE ACCEPTED TO 
THE FOUR-YEAR COLLEGE? 

WILL MY CREDITS TRANSFER? 
WILL THEY COUNT TOWARD 

MY MAJOR? 

HOW MANY YEARS WILL IT 
TAKE TO COMPLETE 

MY DEGREE? 
HOW MUCH WILL IT COST? WHAT JOBS CAN I GET WITH 

MY DEGREE? 
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 Clearly articulate students’ transfer options 
and help them determine, as early as 
possible, their field of interest, major, and 
preferred transfer destination 

 

 Continuously monitor student progress, 
provide frequent feedback and intervene 
quickly when students are off-track 

 

 Help students access the financial 
resources necessary to achieve their goals 

STRATEGY 3: Provide Tailored Transfer 
Student Advising 

COMMUNITY COLLEGE 
ADVISING PRACTICES 



WEBSITE EXERCISE 
Imagine you are a student about to register for classes at your 
community college.  
You want to study marketing and transfer to a local four-year university. Go to YOUR 
COLLEGE’S website, and find the information that you need to select your courses and 
transfer successfully. Try to figure out what courses you will need to in order to transfer and 
enter the marketing program at the four-year institution.  
 

Think about the following questions AS THE STUDENT: 
Getting Off on the Right Start: What marketing programs are available at nearby 
universities?  What career options are available to you after you transfer and 
complete the degree? What do salaries look like for these career options? Is this 
information available to you on either website? 
 
Planning for Program Requirements: What are the requirements for admission to 
the university’s marketing programs? What classes will the student need to take at 
YOUR COLLEGE if you want to transfer into a marketing program at the university? 
How easy or difficult was it to find this information? How many clicks did it take? 
 
Locating In-Person Help: Who would you need to go at YOUR COLLEGE to get 
information on transfer in marketing? Where would you go to on your campus to find 
that person? How easy or difficult was it to find this information on your website? 
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 Commit dedicated personnel, structures, 
and resources for transfer students 

 Assign advisors and clearly communicate 
essential information to prospective transfer 
students  

 Strongly encourage transfer students to 
choose a major prior to transfer 

 Replicate elements of the first-year 
experience for transfer students 

 Exercise fairness in financial aid allocation 

STRATEGY 3: Provide Tailored Transfer 
Student Advising 

FOUR-YEAR COLLEGE 
ADVISING PRACTICES 
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Build Strong Transfer Partnerships 
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Transfer Networks are complex 
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Colleges are prioritizing major partners 



68 

COMMUNITY COLLEGE RESEARCH CENTER 

…and looking at success by partner 
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 Build trusting relationships with partners and communicate 
frequently at all levels. 

 Share data on transfer student experiences and 
outcomes. 

 Jointly invest in shared support services and strategic 
initiatives to benefit transfer students. 

 Collaborate on improving instruction and support services 
for transfer students. 

 Designate “transfer champions” to serve as liaisons to 
transfer partners.  

 

Build Strong Transfer Partnerships 
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Please visit us on the web at  

http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu 

where you can download presentations, reports,  
and briefs, and sign-up for news announcements.  
We’re also on Facebook and Twitter.  
 
Community College Research Center  
Teachers College, Columbia University  
525 West 120th Street, Box 174, New York, NY 10027  
E-mail: ccrc@columbia.edu Telephone: 212.678.3091 

For more information  
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