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About CCRC 
CCRC has been a leader in the field of community college 
research and reform for over 20 years. Our work provides a 
foundation for innovations in policy and practice that help give 
every community college student the best chance of success. 

Our areas of research include: 

• College readiness and dual enrollment programs, and the 
transition from high school to college 

• Developmental education and adult basic skills 
• Non-academic support services, financial aid, and student 

engagement 
• Online education and instructional technology 
• Student persistence and completion, and transfer to four-

year colleges 
• Guided pathways, institutional reform, and performance 

funding 
• Workforce education and training and the economic returns 

to higher education 



Key Takeaways: Looking at Transfer in the US 

⮚ Unmet promise of transfer yields disproportionate impacts 

⮚ Institutional barriers create disruptions in the transfer supply chain, 
with severe attrition in students’ first year 

⮚ While transfer outcomes are low overall, some partnerships between 
colleges and universities have much stronger outcomes and 
illustrate what’s possible 

⮚ Growing incentives for colleges and universities to invest in 
strengthening transfer pathways for students 



The Challenge and Opportunity of 
Community College Transfer 



Transfer Networks are complex 

Half of Bachelor’s Degrees are Awarded to Students 
with Prior Community College Enrollments 



Few Transfer, Even Fewer Complete 

0% 

100% 

First-time students Transferred to a 4-year Completed Bachelor's 

NSC data on the fall 2014 entering community college cohort, most recent transfer 
outcomes from Shapiro et al. (2017); Jenkins & Fink (2016) 

80% intend to earn a Bachelor’s Degree 

31% transferred 
to a 4-year in 6 years 

41% of transfers earn 
award before transfer 

16.7% earn BA 
within 6 years 

675,000 degree-seeking Community College entrants 
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Disproportionate impact on Black & 
Hispanic community college students 

Transfer Outcomes are Low and Inequitable 
for Community College Entrants 



Outcomes for community college transfer vary across and within states 

Source: NSC Completing College 2020, which tracks the fall 2014 FTIC (includes former dual enrollment 
degree-seeking cohorts. https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/Completions_Report_2020.pdf 
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Aspiring transfer students encounter many 
college-created barriers 
• Students not helped to explore career/college 

options, and develop a plan—and their 
progress isn’t monitored 

• Transfer paths unclear, gen ed core misleads 
students 

• Too many entering students weeded out 
through abstract, rote instruction in uninspiring 
subjects; too few experience high-quality 
active learning 

• Unreceptive transfer cultures upon arrival at 
the four-year, exclusionary practices limit 
access to HIPs 

• Dual enrollment offerings not designed to help 
students actively explore interests and develop 
goals for college and careers 



• Confusion about programs, requirements 

• Little help to explore interests, make a plan 

• Transfer credits count as electives 

• Students take excess credits, lose time and 
money 

Problems

• Information inaccurate, inaccessible 

• Well-meaning but overwhelmed advisors 

• Dysfunctional communication within/ 
among 2- and 4-years 

• Students blame themselves 

Recurring 
Themes 

Student Experience of Transfer 



Are Transfers a ‘Good Bet’ for university admissions? 
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Unpacking Major Barriers to Transfer 
Success 



Source: GAO analysis of Department of Education transfer and tuition data | GAO-17-574 

Too many 
community colleg
students lose 
credits when they 
transfer. 

e 

Estimated Percentage of Credits Lost in Transfer, 
on Average, Academic Years 2003-04 to 2008-09 

56% of 
credits lost 

Transfer 
from 2-year 
public to 4-
year private 
for-profit 

22% of 
credits lost 

Transfer 
from 2-year 
public to 4-
year public 



Better credit 
mobility and 
applicability  
leads to greater 
transfer 
opportunity. 

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. 

Monaghan, D. B., & Attewell, P. (2015). The community college route to the bachelor’s degree. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 37(1), 70–91. 
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373714521865 

https://doi.org/10.3102%2F0162373714521865


Fink, Jenkins, Kopko, & Ran, (2018). Using Data Mining to Explore Why Community College Transfer Students Earn Bachelor’s Degrees With Excess Credits. CCRC Working Paper No 100. 

Broken credit transfer systems worst for those 
who can least afford it 

Successful Transfers can Graduate with 25% More Credits than Required 

Total Credits Attempted among CC Transfers who Completed a Bachelor’s, 
Large Mid-Atlantic State CC System (~120 credits required) 
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145 
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155 
Low-income 

153 
Completed 
Associates 

146 
Transfer w/o 
Associates 



CC Transfer Programs: Pathways or Placeholders? 

Declared Majors, 
Maricopa CCs 

What motivation do 
these students have 
to complete these 
programs? 

Is it clear to students 
what these programs 
lead to? 



Early 
Momentum 
Matters 
Low and Inequitable Long-Term Transfer 
Outcomes Present Early On, In Students 
First Year at Community College 



Early Momentum Matters: Too many CC students completely gone 
from higher ed after year 1 
Term-by-term program enrollments among first-time-ever community college entrants in a midwestern state system 
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Credit Momentum 

Gateway Course 
Momentum 

Persistence and 
Course Completion 

Early Academic Momentum 

Completed 24+ 
college credits 
in year 1 

Completed 
college 
math/English 
in year 1 

Fall-Spring 
Persistence 

Course completion 
rate in year 1 

Entrance into a structured 
transfer program (e.g., Ohio 
Guaranteed Transfer Pathway) 

Metrics for Improvement: Momentum as Leading Indicator 

Longer-Term 
Outcomes 

Early Program Momentum 

Completion of program-foundational courses 
specified on structured transfer pathway 

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/measuring-stem-momentum-early-indicators.html 

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/measuring-stem-momentum-early-indicators.html


Benefits of Momentum for Transfer: 
Especially Large for Black, Latinx, & 
Low-income Students 

Yuxin Lin, Maggie Fay, & John Fink. (2021). CCRC analysis using statewide administrative data on 573,806 community college entrants 
between 2009-2018, tracked up to 10 years. Estimated odds ratios from hazard models controlling for students characteristics, college fixed 

Transfer to a four-year institution 

Benefit of 
Milestone 

(factor 
increase) 

Black 
Students 

Hispanic 
Students 

Low-
income 

Students 

Credit Momentum (6+, 12+, or 24+ college credits) 3-5x 3-6x 6-11x 7-8x 

Gateway English/Math (College-level) 3-4x 3-4x 6-8x 4-6x 

Completed Transfer Degree 7-8x 9-11x 11-18x 11-13x 

Transfer & bachelor’s completion 

Credit Momentum (6+, 12+, or 24+ college credits) 1.7-2x 2-3x 4-5x 7-9x 

Gateway English/Math (College-level) 1.6-3x 2-4x 4-5x 4-5x 

Completed Transfer Degree 3-4x 5-6x 5-9x 6-7x 

effects and cohort fixed effects. 

Effects Even Larger for… 



Reflection 

Colleges: 
⮚ Do we ask and monitor students’ transfer aspirations (e.g., 

STEM-intending, interest in a specific university destination)? 
⮚ Do we help students build a personalized plan for transfer? 

Who is / is not getting that support? 
⮚ What courses are new students taking in their first term(s), and 

do these courses inspire and boost their transfer momentum? 
Universities: 
⮚ Instead of waiting for students to be ‘transfer-ready’ what 

would it look like for us to take joint responsibility for 
students’ early momentum at CCs? 



Growing Incentives to Rethink Transfer 

From: 
Are students ready to transfer? 

To: 
Are we ready for transfers? 



Community College enrollments were plummeting even 
before the pandemic 

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/john.fink/viz/UndergraduateEnrollmentTrendsbySector/Summary 

0k fewer students enrolled at CCs during the pandemic, 
d transfer enrollment declines were in the double-digits nationally 

85
an 

https://nscresearchcenter.org/transfer-and-progress/ 

https://nscresearchcenter.org/transfer-and-progress
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/john.fink/viz/UndergraduateEnrollmentTrendsbySector/Summary


Analysis of National Student Clearinghouse data, replicating NSC Tracking Transfer, September 2017 methodology 

1,888, 75%

Transfer partners 
squabble over pieces 
of the transfer 
enrollment pie... 

Never 
transferred, 

Transferred 
somewhere 
else, 439, 

18% 

Transferred 
to your 

University, 
178, 7% 

New, Degree-Seeking CC Students in Fall 2015, 
Tracked 6-years (N=2,505) 

https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/SignatureReport13_corrected.pdf


Analysis of National Student Clearinghouse data, replicating NSC Tracking Transfer, September 2017 methodology 

Transfer partners 
squabble over pieces 
of the transfer 
enrollment pie... 

…looking past a 
much bigger piece 

Never 
transferred, 
1,888, 75% 

Transferred 
somewhere 
else, 439, 

18% 

Transferred 
to your 

University, 
178, 7% 

New, Degree-Seeking CC Students in Fall 2015, 
Tracked 6-years (N=2,505) 

Recruit me to 
transfer to your 

University! 

For every transfer to your University, there 
could be as many as 7 other CC students 

who wanted to transfer but did not 

https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/SignatureReport13_corrected.pdf


Learning from Highly-
Effective Transfer 

Partnerships: 

How Can Community 
ollege and Four-Year 

artners Achieve Strong 
Transfer Outcomes? 

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

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 

Wyner, Deane, Jenkins & Fink, May 2016. 



1) Prioritize transfer student success 

2) Create clear program pathways wit
aligned high quality instruction 

3) Provide tailored transfer student 
advising and support 

h 

Essential College and University Transfer Practices 

Wyner, Deane, Jenkins & Fink, May 2016 



STRATEGY 1: Make Transfer a President-Level Priority 

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/transfer-playbook-essential-practices.html 

Communicate importance 
of transfer mission 

Share data on outcomes 
and the student experience 

Dedicate significant 
resources to transfer 

Prioritize Transfer 

Collaborate to foster strong 
institutional partnerships 

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/transfer-playbook-essential-practices.html


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

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/transfer-playbook-essential-practices.html 

Create major-specific 
program maps 

Provide rigorous instruction 
and extracurriculars 

Establish a reliable process to 
update and improve maps 

Design unconventional 
pathways 

Create Clear Pathways 

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/transfer-playbook-essential-practices.html


Overview of program 

Information on 
common transfer 

destinations 

Program advisor 
information 

Program-specific 
“degree-sheets” 



STRATEGY 3: Provide Tailored Transfer Student 
Advising 

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/transfer-playbook-essential-practices.html https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/easyblog/acip-reimagining-onboarding.html 

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? 

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/easyblog/acip-reimagining-onboarding.html
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/transfer-playbook-essential-practices.html


STRATEGY 3: Provide Tailored Transfer Student 
Advising 

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/transfer-playbook-essential-practices.html https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/easyblog/acip-reimagining-onboarding.html 

• Clearly articulate transfer options 
Continuously monitor student progress 
Help students access financial resources 
Collaboration with four-year partners 

• Commit dedicated resources to transfer students 
• Assign advisors 
• Encourage major choice 
• Replicate first-year experience 

Community College Four-Year University 
CONNECT 

INSPIRE 

PLAN 

ASK 

• 
• 
• 

Tailored Advising 

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/easyblog/acip-reimagining-onboarding.html
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/transfer-playbook-essential-practices.html


✔ Backward map paths to transfer in majors and career opportunities in 
fields of regional importance 

✔ Help all new students explore career/academic options and develop a 
full-program plan by end of term 1 

✔ Monitor student progress on plan and share data on prospective students 

✔ Track transfer outcomes disaggregated by race/ethnicity, income, 
sending/receiving institution, and student major 

✔ Strengthen teaching and supports in students’ early CC coursework, 
embed active/experiential learning into every program 

✔ Build pathways into high schools with a focus on increasing college 
access, starting with dual enrollment 

Getting Started: Partnering together to build high-
opportunity transfer pathways 



Fall Enrollment Trends by Sector and Age 

There have been sharp enrollment declines among 
both older and traditional college-age students. 

t HS 
gr

Source: CCRC analysis of IPEDS fall enrollment data 

IPEDS Data, 1997-2021 

Older student enrollmen
at historic lows 

CCs have lost market 
share to public four-years 

dual enrollment only 
owing student segment 

Public Four-Years 

Community Colleges 

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/john.fink/viz/UndergraduateEnrollmentTrendsbySectorDev/Summary?publish=yes


CCRC analysis of IPEDS Fall Enrollments among 
students age 17 and younger at community 

colleges, divided by total fall enrollments. 

Dual Enrollment: 
18% of 2021 

Community College 
Fall Enrollment 

Percent of 2021 Fall Community College Enrollment from High School Dual Enrollment 





Strengthening transfer pathways requires a change in mindset 

Are students ready to transfer? Are we ready for transfers? 

Four-years only take responsibility for FYs build transfer supply chains at the program-level, 
transfer student success post-transfer including pre-transfer advising and proactive outreach 

Static inter-institutional articulation Individualized transfer plans based on regularly updated 
agreements to answer the Q: ‘will my institution- and major-specific transfer guides to answer 
credits transfer?’ the Q: ‘will my credits apply to my degree?’ 
Transfer program information made Support for all students to explore career and academic 
available to students options, connect with people/programs in fields of interest 

Help students demonstrate academic Help students become confident college learners through 
readiness through “weed-out” math active, inclusive teaching and academic support in 
tests and coursework program foundation coursework 

Dual enrollment for “baccalaureate- Dual enrollment as on-ramp to high-opportunity 
bound” students bachelor’s pathways for underserved students 



Thank you! 
John.Fink@tc.columbia.edu 

mailto:John.Fink@tc.columbia.edu


Additional Slides 



How Can Community College and Four-Year Partners Achieve 
Strong Transfer Outcomes? 
Prioritize transfer student success 
✔ Communicate transfer as a key component of the college’s mission. 
✔ Make transfer student success a core priority in the college’s strategic documents. 
✔ Share data internally on transfer student outcomes and on the effectiveness of transfer 

practices. 
✔ Invest significant resources to support students seeking to transfer. 
✔ Designate staff and committees with responsibility for improving transfer student outcomes. 

Build strong transfer partnerships 
✔ 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” as liaisons to transfer partners. 



How Can Community College and Four-Year Partners Achieve 
Strong Transfer Outcomes? 

Create clear program pathways with aligned high-quality instruction 
Community Colleges Four-Years 
✔ Collaborate with partner institutions to create ✔ Map out major-specific requirements and 

maps showing major-specific bachelor’s recommended lower division course 
program requirements, recommended lower sequences for all programs. 
division course sequences, and progress ✔ Assist partner community colleges in 
milestones. providing rigorous instruction and other 

✔ Provide rigorous instruction and other high- high-quality learning experiences to 
quality learning experiences to prepare prepare students to thrive in upper division 
students to thrive in upper division coursework coursework. 
in their desired majors. ✔ Provide regular, constructive feedback on 

✔ Solicit regular, honest feedback on program community college program quality. 
quality from university academic departments. ✔ Design alternative transfer pathways as 

✔ Design alternative transfer pathways as needed needed to facilitate degree completion in 
to facilitate degree completion in specific fields. specific fields. 



How Can Community College and Four-Year Partners Achieve 
Strong Transfer Outcomes? 

Provide tailored transfer student advising and support 
Community Colleges Four-Years 
✔ Design website with accurate, easy-to-access ✔ Design website with accurate, easy-to-

information for students seeking to transfer. access information for transfer students. 
✔ Help students explore career/transfer options, ✔ Encourage prospective transfer students 

choose a major field and preferred transfer to choose a major before transferring and 
destination(s), and develop a full-program plan work with community colleges to help 
as soon as possible. students explore academic and career 

✔ Continuously monitor student progress, provide options. 
frequent feedback, and intervene quickly when ✔ Provide high-quality, timely advising to 
students are at risk of falling off plan. students before they transfer. 

✔ Help students plan to finance their entire ✔ Create separate onboarding, advising, and 
undergraduate education (not just the other supports tailored to transfer students. 
community college piece). ✔ Provide transfer students with equitable 

access to financial aid. 



https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/ 

Transfer Playbook Institutional Self-Assessment 

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/transfer-playbook-essential-practices.html 

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/transfer-playbook-essential-practices.html


Asking students about their interests and aspirations 

• Intake surveys and career assessments 
• Additional advising and support for undecided students 
• Introducing middle and high school students to career options 

Connecting students to academic and career 
communities 
• Orientation and advising based on meta-majors 
• Program and field showcase events 
• Faculty liaisons 



Activity: Reimagining the program 
onboarding experience 
How can we enrich the onboarding experience for all students while tailoring it 
for specific underserved groups? 



Advancing Equitable Transfer: Reimagining the program onboarding experience 

Ask every student about 
their interests, strengths, 
and aspirations 

Connect them with faculty, 
students, alumni, and 
others with similar 
interests 

Inspire learning in term 1 
through “light-the-fire” 
college-level courses on 
issues of interest 

Help every student develop 
an individualized education 
plan aligned to transfer in 
their field of interest by the 
end of term 1 

What experience should we 
provide, and what do most 
students experience? 
(Where, when, with whom, 
how consistently?) 

How might this differ for 
Black, Latinx, lower-
income, and older adult 
students? What additional 
barriers exist as a result of 
college practices/policies? 

How can we tailor 
processes and personalize 
the experience to better 
serve Black, Latinx, lower-
income, and older adult 
students? 


