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The purpose of this study is to identify promising practices for the 

transferability of professional/technical coursework taken at a community college to 

related programs at universities. The main research question sought to identify the 

salient elements in existing models of transfer.  Supporting the main question, sub-

questions sought to identify obstacles to transfer, how or if those obstacles were 

overcome, aids to developing transfer agreements, and what policies or practices 

facilitated or hindered the transfer of professional/technical coursework.  

This research is significant for a variety of reasons. Based on a review past and 

current research in the area of transfer of professional/technical coursework, three 

distinct areas of importance arose: (a) the need for workers with higher levels of 

general knowledge as well as technical skills, (b) challenges of access to the 

baccalaureate, and (c) a need to expand research in the area of transfer of 

professional/technical studies. 

Previous studies in the area of transfer of professional/technical coursework 

were primarily quantitative, focusing on which courses transfer. This study utilized an 

interpretive social science approach, focusing on interviews with those involved in the 

process of determining transferability.  By using this approach and method, this study 

was able to identify why and how courses transfer. 

Twenty interviews were conducted across three states. In each state, 

individuals involved with the transfer of coursework were interviewed at the state, 

community college, and university levels. Common themes of promising practices 



 

 

arose across states and levels. These themes included: faculty involvement; rigor of 

the coursework; state involvement; and other factors such as the technology and 

involvement of external agents or agencies. 
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Promising Practices in the Transfer of Professional/Technical Coursework from  

Community Colleges to Related Programs at Universities 

 

Chapter One: Focus and Significance 

 

Democracy cannot flourish where the chief influences in selecting subject 

 matter of instruction are utilitarian ends narrowly conceived for the masses, and,  

for the higher education of the few, the traditions of a specialized cultivated class.  

John Dewey, Democracy and Education, 1916, p. 192 

At the time that American philosopher John Dewey was writing, community 

colleges were just beginning to emerge.  The reasons for their development range from 

the needs of local industries for trained workers to the prestige that an educational 

institution provides for its community to an underlying belief that all people should 

have an opportunity to ―rise to their greatest potential‖ (Cohen & Brawer, 2008, p. 

11).  Over the past century, community colleges have evolved to incorporate multiple 

missions. However, while varied depending on location, essential to the mission of all 

community colleges is to: (a) serve all segments of society through open access 

policies; (b) provide comprehensive educational programs; (c) serve the local 

community; (d) focus on teaching and learning; and (e) foster lifelong learning 

(Vaughan, 2000).  One mission of many community colleges is to provide 

professional/technical training in areas such as automotive repair, business 

management, computer-aided drafting, engineering, horticulture, nursing, and 

veterinary technician. This training often leads to certificates or associate‘s degrees.  

Another mission of community colleges is to provide transferable academic 

coursework for students intending to transfer to a university in order to complete a 

baccalaureate. Historically, these two missions have comprised separate areas of the 

community college with only some overlap occurring in the minimal amount of 

general education required in professional/technical certificates and degrees.  

The separation of professional/technical and transfer coursework may occur at 

several levels beginning with high schools and including state or system approval 
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processes of courses or programs. Additionally, individual universities often determine 

which courses will and will not be accepted from students transferring from a 

community college. Some opportunities for the transfer of professional/technical work 

at community colleges to baccalaureate programs do exist, such as with the use of 

course or program articulation agreements. These agreements generally involve 

specific courses, groups of courses, or programs between a selected community 

college and university.  However, articulation agreements are time consuming to 

develop, impact only a small percentage of students, and may not last beyond the 

tenure of the faculty involved in their development.  

While university faculty who facilitate articulation agreements may understand 

the value of professional/technical coursework, there are many university faculty and 

staff who may not recognize the importance of learning gained from such coursework. 

Conversely, there may be community college faculty and staff who do not recognize 

the value-added aspect of obtaining a baccalaureate credential or may believe that 

students in professional/technical programs do not have an aptitude for university 

coursework. Professional/technical education is often viewed as merely hands-on 

training to learn a specific skill. However, the definition in the Carl D. Perkins Act 

(1998) provided a more comprehensive description: 

The term ‗vocational and technical education‘ means organized educational 

activities that— 

(A) offer a sequence of courses that provides individuals with the academic 

and technical knowledge and skills the individuals need to prepare for further 

education and for careers (other than careers requiring a baccalaureate, 

master‘s, or doctoral degree) in current or emerging employment sectors; and 

(B) include competency-based applied learning that contributes to the 

academic knowledge, higher-order reasoning and problem-solving skills, work 

attitudes, general employability skills, technical skills, and occupation-specific 

skills, of an individual. (Section 3, Number 29) 

 

If one reads only part A of the Perkins description, denying transfer of 

professional/technical coursework could be justified. However, as part B indicates, not 

only does professional/technical education provide specific technical skills, it includes 
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―academic knowledge, higher-order reasoning and problem-solving skills‖ that are 

inherent in baccalaureate degrees.  

  With a growing need for workers with baccalaureate degrees as well as 

technical training and with increasing numbers of students beginning postsecondary 

education at a community college, it is important that more extensive and system-wide 

pathways for transfer be explicit and accessible.  According to Wellman (2002), ―the 

baccalaureate is becoming the entry point to the workforce for the majority of 

students, making it increasingly important that 2/4 transfer works well‖ (p. v).  Also, 

with education budgets becoming tighter, it is essential that all educational systems 

work together to best utilize the strengths and opportunities that each has to offer. 

According to Cohen and Brawer (2008), the percentage of income from local funding 

for community colleges has decreased from 94% in 1918 to 20% in 2000.  While 

federal initiatives in 2010 aimed at increasing the number of college graduates offer 

the promise of increased funding, partnerships were also emphasized in those 

initiatives (White House, 2010). For long-term success, educational systems and 

workforce systems will need to work together to identify needs as well as develop and 

fund solutions.  

By addressing industry, student, and institutional needs, America‘s educational 

system can provide the labor force with graduates who possess much needed academic 

as well as technical skills. This is a combination that will see America‘s workforce 

through the twenty-first century and beyond. 

Research Purpose and Questions 

The purpose of this study was to identify promising practices for the 

transferability of professional/technical coursework taken at a community college to 

related programs at universities. The research question and sub-questions listed below 

guided this study. The Design of the Study in Chapter Three shows that some states 

have been working on this issue and, thus, were able to provide rich and enlightening 

information.  Additionally, Chapter Three will detail how conducting individual 
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interviews with those involved in the process of transfer will help contribute to 

existing knowledge. 

The primary research question that guided this study was:  

What are the salient elements in existing models for the transfer of community college 

professional/technical coursework to related programs at a university?  This question 

helped to identify specific, relevant elements in existing transfer models that could 

potentially be applied in other institutions or systems.  Related sub-questions included: 

 What obstacles existed in attempting to develop these transfer agreements? 

This question was important in identifying and understanding to what 

extent the decision-making process was impacted by the various 

components or constituents involved in the process. These components 

and constituents included institution, state, or system mandated 

processes that potentially inhibited the transfer of courses.  

 How were those obstacles overcome or resolved, or do they still exist?  

After identifying the obstacles, it was important to learn how (or if) 

they were resolved. Depending on if obstacles existed at the state or 

local level, different strategies may have been utilized (or attempted) to 

overcome the obstacles. This knowledge could be valuable to others 

who are attempting to navigate a similar process.  

 What aided in the development of these transfer agreements? 

This question focused on the positive aspects of developing transfer 

agreements or processes by attempting to determine what helped to 

facilitate the process. Responses to this question might be unique to the 

local situation or might be applicable to other institutions and systems. 

 What practices or policies at the community college, university, or state levels 

facilitated or hindered the transfer of professional/technical coursework? 

The purpose of this question was to identify at what level salient 

elements (whether positive or negative) occurred.  
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The responses to these and related follow-up questions helped to reveal the processes 

involved in the development of relationships between institutions and the pursuant 

agreements that allowed and encouraged transfer of professional/technical 

coursework. The sub-questions allowed for a review of the practices and policies at 

individual institutions that facilitated or hindered the development of articulation 

agreements.  

The exploration of these questions helped to identify specific practices that 

could be applied to other institutions and systems for the purpose of facilitating the 

transfer of professional/technical coursework. It is hoped that the results of this study 

will lead to better alignment of academic and professional pathways and to increased 

numbers of baccalaureate graduates. A better educated citizenry will not only have 

more and improved career opportunities, but will be better able to survive and thrive in 

a fast paced and changing global economy. 

Significance of the Research 

As the quote from Dewey at the beginning of Chapter One indicated, in a 

democracy, education cannot serve only narrow needs, either in the form of practical, 

―mechanical efficiency‖ or only for the ―higher education of the few‖ (p. 192). 

According to Audi (1995), Dewey believed that education should serve to ―develop 

those habits of mind that enable us adequately to assess new situations and to 

formulate strategies for dealing with the problematic dimensions of them‖ (p. 200). 

The practical skill of knowing how to make a ―widget‖ is only one step.  The analytical 

skills of understanding the impact of the ―widget‖ on society and the future as well as 

the ability to communicate about the ―widget‖ are important as countries and cultures 

become more aware of humankind‘s long term impact on the earth.  Additionally, 

when the ―widget‖ is no longer necessary, people must know how to adapt their skills 

to other areas. Dewey‘s comments suggested that these should not be separate pursuits. 

Dewey‘s ideas as well as a review of studies in the area of transfer of 

professional/technical coursework and a review of the needs of employers helped to 

solidify the significance of this study: (a) the need for workers with higher levels of 
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general knowledge as well as technical skills, (b) challenges of access to the 

baccalaureate, and (c) a need to expand research in the area of transfer of 

professional/technical studies. All of these areas can be impacted by local, state, and 

national policy. Thus, the significance of this topic is relevant to multiple levels of 

policy development as well as practice in individual institutions. 

The Need for Higher Levels of General Knowledge as well as Technical Skills 

This area of significance encompasses three major topics that focus on the 

needs of employers, local, state, and national economic needs, as well as an 

individual‘s need to maintain viability in a changing workplace.  Employers and the 

economy as a whole need employees with higher levels of general knowledge as well 

as technical skills. Additionally, higher levels of general knowledge provide 

opportunities for individuals to advance in their careers or change careers and provide 

skills so that they can better navigate in and contribute to a progressively more 

complex world. In 2005, the American Association of Colleges and Universities 

(AAC&U) launched the Liberal Education and America‘s Promise (LEAP) initiative. 

The LEAP National Leadership Council was comprised of educational, business, 

community, and policy leaders. According to the resulting 2007 report, ―employers are 

calling with new urgency for graduates who are broadly prepared and who also 

possess the analytical and practical skills that are essential for innovation and for 

organizational effectiveness‖ (p. 16).  

Benefits to employers. 

 Increasingly, employers want employees who are not only technically capable 

but who can also work effectively as members of a team and who possess 

communication, critical analysis, and problem-solving skills (Kletzer & Koch, 2004).  

The Council on Competitiveness, a non-profit organization based in Washington, 

D.C., spent more than a year conducting site visits throughout the country to find 

―examples of best practice in community workforce development‖ (1998, p. 9).  Based 

on interviews with various stakeholders, including employers, the Council‘s report, 

Winning the Skills Race, emphasized the importance that employees have not only 
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technical skills, but also communication, problem-solving, and critical thinking skills. 

The report also noted that ―school-to-work that marries meaningful work-based 

learning experiences with challenging academics is considered by many to be a best 

practice, although it has not yet been brought to scale anywhere in the United States‖ 

(p. 30).  

Almost 10 years after the Council on Competitiveness report, a report 

produced for the Educational Testing Service (ETS) by Kirsch, Braun, Yamamoto, 

and Sum (2007) identified three areas of critical importance for America: disparity in 

academic skills, the changing needs of the economy, and changes in demographic 

trends. The ETS report, America‟s Perfect Storm: Three Forces Changing Our 

Nation‟s Future, clearly illuminated the need for ―the so-called ‗soft-skills‘ (e.g., 

persistence, teamwork skills, and communication skills)‖ as well as the need for ―a 

broadly educated and skilled workforce‖ (p. 24).   

Benefits to the economy. 

In addition to addressing employers‘ needs for employees with higher levels of 

education, the economy benefits from a populace with higher levels of educational 

attainment.  The Committee for Economic Development (2005) noted that ―states 

benefit by having highly educated residents because they tend to have higher income 

levels, pay more into tax coffers, have lower levels of unemployment, and have less 

need for public assistance—all benefits that help a state‘s bottom line‖ (p. 20).  In 

2009, data from the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) indicated that a 

person with a bachelor‘s degree had higher earnings potential and lower 

unemployment rates than someone with an associate‘s degree or less (see Appendix 

A). Similar statistics had been noted previously by Jenkins (2006) in a white paper for 

the Workforce Strategy Center (WSC), a nonprofit organization that conducts research 

and works with leaders in education and workforce development at the state and 

national level to align resources and create career pathways for students. Jenkins noted 

an approximate $10,000 per year gain for those with a bachelor‘s degree compared to 

those with an associate‘s degree.  
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Benefits to the employee. 

The transferability of professional/technical coursework from a community 

college into related programs at universities would create the blend of skills that 

employers are seeking. It would also increase the feasibility of the worker in 

advancing her or his career or work objectives. Increasingly, a bachelor‘s degree is the 

minimum requirement in order for people to maintain their viability in the workforce. 

According to Wellman (2002), ―the bachelor‘s degree is fast replacing the high school 

diploma as the entry point to the workforce. While access to some college might have 

been good enough for earlier generations, that is clearly no longer the case‖ (¶ 5).  

Higher levels of education not only provide economic security for individuals, but also 

better equip them to navigate an increasingly complex world.  The 2007 ETS report by 

Kirsch, et al., America‟s Perfect Storm, stated that higher levels of education are also 

important for ―negotiating our bureaucratic society and its complex legal, health care, 

and retirement systems‖ and that ―higher levels of skill will be required for full 

participation in our society‖ (p. 18).  

By identifying promising practices in the transfer of professional/technical 

coursework to related programs at universities, all stakeholders are winners. 

Community colleges and universities that provide a clear pathway to the baccalaureate 

will produce graduates who possess both the technical skills and academic credentials 

that employers of the twenty-first century are seeking.  Additionally, higher levels of 

education will allow people to thrive in a world that is becoming increasingly 

complex. It will also allow people to contribute more to their local communities and to 

society. 

Challenges of Access to the Baccalaureate 

 Barriers exist that limit individual‘s access to the baccalaureate and limit the 

ways in which learning is allowed to transfer into the baccalaureate.  These barriers 

range from lack of information given to students to lack of communication among 

institutions regarding course content. Professional/technical programs are often 

described as terminal in that they generally do not lead to further education.  A student 



9 

 

may or may not understand that her or his Associate of Applied Science (AAS) degree 

is not designed to allow access to a baccalaureate. However, in an increasingly 

complex world, changes happen in life and work circumstances that may dictate the 

need for a bachelor‘s degree even though a student‘s original intent was to stop with 

the AAS degree. Because of subsequent concern of the terminal nature of applied 

baccalaureate degrees, the focus of this study is not on the transfer of coursework to 

applied baccalaureates. By design, applied baccalaureates are more open to accepting 

professional/technical credits. The emphasis of this study is to identify salient 

elements in coursework or programs that would make them acceptable for transfer into 

traditional baccalaureate programs. 

Development of policies that encourage and support access to the 

baccalaureate is a topic that affects more than just traditional-aged students entering 

post-secondary education directly from high school. Adults return to school for a 

variety of reasons. Some of these reasons include downsizing and global competition, 

a desire to change professions, and a desire to obtain a credential in the form of a 

degree that will validate their skills and allow upward movement on a career ladder 

(Knoell, 1996).  

The diversity of students in professional/technical programs goes beyond just 

age. Community colleges serve a diverse demographic. An analysis of labor force 

participation in work-related education conducted by Hudson, Bhandari, Peter, and 

Bills for the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) in 2000-2001 recognized 

that the ―ethnic and racial composition of the U.S. population continues to become 

increasingly diverse‖ (2005, p. 2).  Knoell (1996) recognized the importance that 

access to the baccalaureate holds for populations traditionally underrepresented in 

higher education as these populations include older adults who now may want or need 

to pursue a bachelor‘s degree as well as others who have not traditionally had easy 

access to universities. In addition to the impact on policy development, there are 

concerns that certain populations of students are ―tracked‖ into professional/technical 

programs by virtue of  race or socioeconomic status and how they might be impacted 
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if they desire to further their education at the master‘s and doctoral levels. This 

concern is not new. Palmer (1987) addressed this concern in his dissertation and cited 

previous studies that were concerned with a so-called hidden agenda ―which posits a 

vocational track with disproportionately large numbers of minorities and lower class 

students‖ which does not allow for transfer to the baccalaureate (p. 19). By identifying 

promising practices for the transfer of professional/technical coursework to the 

baccalaureate, access to the baccalaureate will be increased for those who have 

traditionally not attempted or have not been encouraged to pursue education beyond 

the community college. 

Need to Expand Research in the Area of Transfer of Professional/Technical Studies  

While there is acknowledgement that smooth and efficient transfer processes 

from community college to university are necessary, that articulation and dual-

enrollment agreements are on the rise, and that there is support of these processes from 

the federal government, there is a dearth of information on the effectiveness of these 

agreements or how to best design and implement them (Bragg, Kim, & Barnett, 2006; 

Kisker, 2007). Additionally, more analysis is needed in the areas of the commitment 

of community colleges to the transfer process and how readily students are accepted at 

universities (Dougherty & Kienzl, 2006). 

Studies that focus on ―terminal‖ degrees such as the Associate of Applied 

Science or the transfer of professional/technical coursework have primarily been 

quantitative and have mostly focused on specific state systems (Cohen & Ignash, 

1993; Pitter, 1999; Striplin, 1999; Townsend, 2001). While a survey may have been 

conducted, only quantitative data were gathered (Townsend & Ignash, 2000).  The 

literature identified which courses transferred, but was limited in identifying why 

courses were or were not accepted by the four-year university. Understanding why 

courses do or do not transfer and the criteria used in making those determinations 

could assist community college faculty when developing curriculum as well as help 

universities to apply consistent criteria when determining the transferability of a 
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course.  In our increasingly mobile society, consistent criteria for determining 

transferability could have impact beyond regional and state lines. 

Summary of Significance 

This section focused on the potential for professional/technical coursework at 

community colleges to transfer to related baccalaureate programs at universities. The 

significance of this topic encompasses several areas: the economy, with regard to 

employers‘ needs for employees with higher levels of general knowledge as well as 

technical skills and employee needs for transferrable skills and more job opportunities; 

equity, with regard to equal access to the baccalaureate; and a need for further research 

in the area of transfer of professional/technical coursework. Any one of these areas, 

and certainly all three together, speak to the merits of further inquiry. 

Summary of Chapter One 

The purpose of this research was to identify promising practices for the 

transferability of professional/technical coursework taken at community colleges to 

related programs at universities. The approach taken with this the topic was to explore 

promising models of transfer that currently exist, identify salient elements within those 

models, and ascertain what policies and practices at the community college, 

university, or state levels could facilitate such transfer. A variety of constituents could 

benefit from the identification of specific elements that could, in turn, lead to policies 

and practices that better facilitate transfer from community college to university. 

Employers could benefit by having better educated employees; the economy benefits 

by having a better-educated citizenry; workers benefit by having credentials as well as 

knowledge that will provide them with mobility; and post-secondary institutions 

benefit by having increased transfer and graduation rates. This research is significant 

in multiple ways. Three areas of significance are addressed in this work: the need for 

workers with both general knowledge and technical skills; the importance of access to 

the baccalaureate; and a need for further research into the potential for transferability 

of professional/technical coursework. These areas of significance highlight current 
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needs in the area of training as well as access to higher education, and speak to the 

future needs of our economy and society. 

This section began with words from John Dewey which reflected his belief that 

education is a vital component of a democracy.  It seems fitting to end this section 

with his words as well:  

An occupation is a continuous activity having a purpose. Education through 

occupations consequently combines within itself more of the factors conducive 

to learning than any other method. It calls instincts and habits into play; it is a 

foe to passive receptivity.  

(Dewey, 1916, p. 309)   
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature 

The purpose of this literature review was to gather and evaluate current 

research focused on the transfer of professional/technical coursework from community 

colleges to related programs at universities. The literature review provides background 

on the topic and serves to support the significance of the study. The central questions 

that guided this review process emerged from the research questions and revolved 

around: identifying salient elements in existing models; identifying obstacles or aids in 

establishing transferability of professional/technical coursework; identifying what 

practices at the community college or university could facilitate transfer; and 

identifying policies at the state or system level that could facilitate transfer. 

Because terminology may vary from state to state or even among institutions, 

key terms are identified and defined below. The definitions were determined based on 

most prevalent usage in the literature and in practice. This section also identifies the 

approaches used in locating the literature. Next, the literature is organized into 

subtopics based on the research questions identified in Section One, beginning with an 

overview of the historical development of professional/technical coursework offered 

through community colleges.  

Key Terms 

The rigid fixing of things in terminology, which is fully appropriate in the realm of 

modern science . . . is peculiarly suspect in relation to the realm of motion called 

philosophical thought. 

Hans-Georg Gadamer, Reflections on my Philosophical Journey, 1997. P. 37 

 

While some terminology in higher education is time-honored and dates to 

America‘s European roots, vocabulary used in new areas of learning has developed in 

the last century and continues to evolve. Across a nation as vast and varied as the 

United States, terminology used in higher education arenas can be as diverse as each 

local economy and as each student attending class. Gadamer‘s comment  at the 

beginning of this chapter is appropriate not just in the realms of philosophical thought, 
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but in the ever-evolving arena of technical training that includes such varied areas as 

aviation, biomedical informatics, and computer technology.  Because terminology 

may vary depending on location and because this study reviewed multiple locations, it 

will make for easier reading if terminology is defined and used consistently. Below is 

a list of key terms that will be used throughout this document.   

 Articulation agreement(s): agreements that identify how specific courses or 

programs from community college will be accepted by a university. These 

agreements are generally program and institution specific and make no 

promises beyond the programs and institutions involved. 

 Associate of Applied Science (AAS): degrees offered at community colleges 

that incorporate professional/technical skills and are typically considered 

terminal degrees in that they teach specific skill sets and are not traditionally 

designed to transfer to further formal education. 

 Associate of Science (AS): degrees offered at community colleges that 

incorporate professional/technical skills, but also include more general 

education, and thus are often considered more transferrable than AAS degrees. 

 Baccalaureate and bachelor‘s degrees: degrees conferred by regionally 

accredited four-year colleges or universities.  

 Community college(s): community colleges, junior colleges, technical 

colleges, and two-year colleges that grant associate‘s degrees.  

 Professional: refers to specific, non-liberal-arts programs at universities that 

may lead to professional certification or specific types of work. These types of 

courses and programs include but are not limited to such disciplines as 

architecture, business, computer science and engineering, and nursing. 

 Professional/Technical: This term refers to skill-based, applied learning 

programs that are identified as vocational, technical, occupational, or applied 

and are provided through community and technical colleges.  These types of 

courses and programs include but are not limited to such topics taught at 
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community colleges as automotive technology, computer-aided drafting, 

energy resource management, and veterinary technician.  

 Transfer coursework: coursework from a community college that is considered 

equal to specific university coursework, such as college-level English 

composition and college-level algebra courses, or are acceptable in meeting 

lower-division pre-requisites, general education, or elective credits. Transfer 

coursework may also include professional/technical coursework that has been 

deemed to be transfer-eligible. 

 

Literature Search Process 

This section describes the process used to access current and related research 

in the area of transfer of professional/technical coursework from community colleges 

to related programs at universities. Additionally, rationale is given as to why particular 

articles were included or discarded.  

A review of governmental and association websites provided leads to articles, 

authors, and search terms. These website searches included, but were not limited to, 

the American Association of Community Colleges; the League for Innovation in the 

Community College; the National Center for Education Statistics as well as various 

other education-related agencies of the federal government; and various state 

organization websites.  The focus of this literature review was on current articles. An 

emphasis on relevance led to articles published within the last 15 years; however, 

pertinent articles dated from 20 or more years ago were also utilized. These articles 

were located by using database search engines including Academic Search Premier, 

Education Research Complete, and Education Resources Information Center (ERIC).  

Print, electronic journals, and texts included in library collections at Oregon State 

University (OSU) and Portland State University (PSU) were utilized or were ordered 

through the Summit Orbis Cascade Alliance union catalog system. A review of 

Dissertation Abstracts International was also conducted. Search terms included 

combinations of the following: applied, career-to-work, community college, 
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professional, skill-based, technical, terminal, transfer, and vocational. The reference 

lists of articles initially found were scanned in order to locate additional resources. 

Articles by authors who appeared repeatedly in reference lists were reviewed.  

The initial approach to finding literature on this topic cast a broad net in order 

to determine the feasibility of this study, to identify potential gaps in the literature, and 

to provide a solid base from which to conduct further analysis. This approach led to 

studies conducted in Australia, Europe, and the United States. While the main focus of 

the literature search was on programs within the United States, studies conducted in 

other countries provided valuable comparison as well as insight into the global nature 

of this issue.  

Some articles were discarded as they were based primarily on the opinion of 

the article‘s author rather than on data analysis resulting from sound quantitative or 

qualitative research methods. Some studies were reviewed that focused only on one 

state or higher education system. Some of these studies reviewed a large amount of 

data and thus provided useful information or insights into student transfer patterns, 

transferability of professional/technical coursework, or employer needs. Other single-

state or single-system studies were considered too small to include in this review. 

The literature reviewed included quantitative analyses of student performance 

indicators including such factors as grade point average, number of credits earned, 

number of credits transferred, and length of time to degree attainment. The literature 

also included some qualitative analyses of survey and interview results with students, 

employers, and industry representatives. Case study analysis was somewhat lacking. 

Such studies, however, could prove useful in providing a framework for model 

programs. 

The studies included in this review represent a range of approaches to the topic 

of transfer of professional/technical coursework. They have been chosen because they 

include both local and national viewpoints of the subject, thus emphasizing the depth 

and breadth of the topic. These studies utilized a variety of methods including surveys 

of students and employers as well as analyses of transfer data. 
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Organization of the Review 

The purpose of this research was to identify salient elements in the transfer of 

community college professional/technical coursework to related programs at 

universities and identify policies and practices that could facilitate such transfer. The 

review of the literature provides an overview of community college history in order to 

place community colleges and their role in post-secondary education in context. 

Following this overview, the literature search is organized around the research 

questions.  The primary research question that guided this study is:  What are the 

salient elements in existing models for the transfer of community college 

professional/technical coursework to related programs at a university?  This question 

helped to identify specific, relevant elements in existing transfer models that could be 

utilized in other institutions or systems.  Related sub-questions included: 

 What obstacles existed in attempting to develop these transfer agreements? 

 How were those obstacles overcome or resolved, or do they still exist?  

 What aided in the development of these transfer agreements? 

 What practices or policies at the community college, university, or state levels 

facilitated or hindered the transfer of professional/technical coursework? 

This literature review primarily focuses on what is already known and not known 

about the transfer of professional/technical coursework. It also provides some history 

and context for the topic. This literature review first provides an overview of the 

development and evolution of professional/technical work at the community college 

level, then examines literature on salient elements that facilitate transfer of 

professional/technical coursework, and finally examines policies and practices at the 

community college, university, and state levels that could facilitate such transfer. 

Overview of Community College History 

 As community colleges have evolved over the 100-plus years of their 

existence, their service to students has grown to include more intricate partnerships 

with universities.  These partnerships include articulation agreements at both the 

course and program levels. Some of these agreements exist only between individual 



18 

 

institutions while others are statewide. Context is provided with regard to the history 

and background of community colleges, national viewpoints are reviewed, and 

individual state models are explored. In Figure 1, a visual organizer for this section is 

provided.  

 

  

 
History and  
Background 

 

1862 - Morrill Act 
1917 - Accreditation of CCs 
1947 - Truman Report  
1992 – Scientific and Advanced 
            Technology Act 
2007 – LEAP Report 
2010-Skills for America‘s Future 

Overview  A National  
Viewpoint 
 

AAC&JC/AACC 
National Council for 
      Occupational Education 

 Examples A review of some state practices 

 

Figure 1. Visual organizer for historical overview of literature. 

History and background. 

This section provides a brief historical context for the discussion of the transfer 

of professional/technical coursework from community college to university. 

Understanding how and why policies and practices came into being helped to inform 

the design of this study as these policies were centered around what people need and 

this study is designed to include peoples‘ voices.  

In the relatively short history of the United States and even shorter history of 

community colleges, legislation and reports leading to important changes in access 

and practice have impacted citizens‘ abilities to benefit from higher education. 

According to the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC), the Morrill 

Act of 1862 was instrumental in the establishment of higher education as a place to 

acquire both a liberal and practical education (AACC, 2008). The Morrill Act 

expanded access to higher education by creating publicly funded institutions which 

helped the American economy recover after the Civil War (Curris, 2006).  Curris also 
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explained how public universities were designed to fulfill the public purposes of 

access, affordability, economic advancement, public education, homeland security, 

scientific research, and citizenship education. These purposes closely align with those 

of community colleges.  

In 1917, the North Central Association of Schools and Colleges, a regional 

accrediting agency, developed standards for community colleges (Vaughan, 2000).  

The scrutiny provided by the accreditation process helped to elevate the stature of 

community colleges. In 1947, in the wake of the end of World War II, the Truman 

Commission Report called for a network of public community colleges in order to 

provide people with access and opportunity for higher education as well as cultural 

events (AACC, 2008; Friel, 2007).  

More recent legislation acknowledged the need to improve technical skills. The 

Scientific and Advanced Technology Act, passed by Congress in 1992, charged the 

National Science Foundation (NSF) with improving technology education and 

emphasized the use of community colleges in meeting this charge (Zinser & Hanssen, 

2006).  As a result of that legislation, the Advanced Technology Education (ATE) 

program was implemented in 1994 to assist institutions in developing technology 

curriculum. In 2002, the ATE expanded its role to include support for articulation 

agreements that provide pathways for students moving between educational 

institutions (Zinser & Hanssen, 2006). 

Moving further into the twenty-first century, the Spellings‘ Commission 

Report in 2006 provided an overview of the needs of America‘s higher education 

system, challenging all levels of education to be accountable.  As noted in Chapter 

One of this dissertation, the 2007 report for ETS by Kirsch, et al., America‟s Perfect 

Storm: Three Forces Changing our Nation‟s Future, underscored the need for both 

technical and soft skills. Also in 2007, the American Association of Colleges and 

Universities produced College Learning for the New Global Century, a report by the 

National Leadership Council for Liberal Education and America‘s Promise 

(commonly referred to as the LEAP report).  This report emphasized that the twenty-
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first century will require employees to have a broad liberal education in addition to 

technical skills. It chastised higher education for creating ―academic silos‖ through the 

historic separation of the liberal arts and professional training. 

In addition to legislative activity, an overview of community colleges and the 

transfer of professional/technical work can be found in various published writings. 

Cohen and Brawer (2008) and Vaughan (2000) provided a broad overview of the 

history of community colleges and their place in the American education system. In 

their article, The New Vocationalism: The Triumph of the Education Gospel, Grubb 

and Lazerson (2005) looked at the historical development of higher education in 

America and reviewed the need for occupational training. Their purpose was to show 

value in both professional and liberal arts education in order to acknowledge the 

reality of the need for integrating the ideals of both vocational and non-vocational 

education. They argued that ―reforms need to focus on ways to integrate vocational 

purposes with broader civic, intellectual, and moral goals‖ (p. 2). Additionally, Levy 

and Murnane (2004; 2006) reviewed how changes in the economy over the past 30 

years necessitated changes in the way we think about education and what is needed in 

courses and programs. They reviewed earning potential based on education level and 

emphasized that, while blue collar jobs are not going to disappear, ―students preparing 

for craft jobs in vocational educational programs need expert thinking and complex 

communication skills‖ (2006, p. 60).   

Currently, there is national interest in and support for the role of community 

colleges in education. A 2009 press release from the White House emphasized the 

need that ―Community colleges work with businesses, industry and government to 

tailor training programs to meet economic needs like nursing, health information 

technology, advanced manufacturing, and green jobs‖ (White House).   This renewed 

interest is also evident in President Barack Obama‘s education and workforce 

initiatives such as Skills for America‘s Future, which is a movement to provide better 

connection between industry and community colleges:  

We want to make it easier to join students looking for jobs with businesses 

looking to hire.  We want to put community colleges and employers together to 
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create programs that match curricula in the classroom with the needs of the 

boardroom.  Skills for America‟s Future would help connect more employers, 

schools, and other job training providers, and help them share knowledge about 

what practices work best.  The goal is to ensure there are strong partnerships 

between growing industries and community college or training programs in 

every state in the country. (Obama, 2010) 

 

While Skills for America‘s Future does not specifically focus on transfer to the 

baccalaureate, it supports the need for better communication and understanding of 

employer needs and classroom preparation. In a 2011 publication by the National 

Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA), an article on transfer 

students stated: 

Legislators are now asking why higher education has not done a better job of 

aligning curriculum across all institutions. With the Obama Administration‘s 

focus on increasing degree attainment from two- and four-year institutions, the 

urgency of providing successful transition initiatives becomes even more acute 

(Jacobs & Marling, p. 2) 

 

As the job market continues to change, attention to and support for education becomes 

increasingly vital. 

This brief review of the history of community colleges in America‘s higher 

education system provided information into the evolution of programs, policies, and 

practices as concerned with professional/technical coursework. Literature during the 

past 10 years acknowledges the necessity and indicates support for integrating 

professional/technical with transfer coursework. Additionally, the national government 

is renewing support for community colleges through various initiatives. 

A national viewpoint. 

 As noted previously, professional/technical education has long been one of the 

core missions of community colleges. This type of education may manifest itself in a 

few classes, a certificate, or an associate‘s degree.  In 1998, the American Association 

of Community Colleges (AACC) published a policy statement regarding the Associate 

of Applied Science (AAS) degree, a two-year degree most often associated with 

professional/technical training at the community college. The policy statement made 
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clear that while the AAS is ―designed to lead the individual directly to employment in 

a specific career . . . .‖  it should also be recognized that: 

some baccalaureate degree granting institutions have developed upper division 

programs to recognize this degree for transfer of credits. The associate in 

applied science degree programs must be designed to recognize this dual 

possibility and to encourage students to recognize the long-term career 

possibilities that continued academic study will create. (¶ 9) 

 

 Four years after the policy statement by AACC, Everett, Gershwin, Hayes, 

Jacobs, and Mundhenk (2002), in a policy paper for the National Council for 

Occupational Education (NCOE), identified criteria for quality technical education. 

This paper looked at both secondary and postsecondary institutions. Within the 23-

page document, the need to include transfer to the baccalaureate as an option for 

students in technical education was stressed several times. In fact, one of the criteria 

the authors used for defining the quality and success of a technical program included: 

―Transfer success of students in technical programs via articulation/matriculation 

agreements with baccalaureate-degree-granting institutions‖ (p. 16). They included 

―transfer success‖ and ―cooperative relationships‖ as part of their policy 

recommendations (pp. 18-19). 

 The policy statements of the national organizations noted above support data 

that conclude that students in professional/technical programs at a community college 

do indeed transfer to universities. As cited in Findlen (1997), ―James Palmer‘s 1987 

dissertation study . . . queried 7,558 students enrolled in 95 randomly selected two-

year colleges throughout the US. He discovered that 26% of students enrolled in 

vocational programs intended to transfer to a baccalaureate institution‖ (p. 3). While 

26% is not a majority, it is indicative of a trend toward transfer as noted by Townsend 

(2001) who cited data that show the transfer to the baccalaureate by students in 

professional/technical programs was up to almost 32%. Supporting this trend, an 

analysis of transfer rates from Borough of Manhattan Community College to the City 

University of New York between 1994 and 2002 showed a transfer rate of 57.8% for 
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students in career-oriented programs compared to 66.6% for liberal arts students 

(Deng, 2006). 

 In addition to the information above, the 2006 reauthorization of the Carl D. 

Perkins Act also recognized the place of professional/technical work in higher 

education. The Perkins Act, which is formally titled the Carl D. Perkins Career and 

Technical Education Improvement Act of 2006, identified core performance indicators 

of students in career and technical education. These indicators include ―achievement . . 

. aligned with industry-recognized standards . . . . retention in postsecondary education 

or transfer to a baccalaureate degree program . . . . [and] attainment of self-

sufficiency‖ (Section 250-15). 

 The literature indicated that a national conversation regarding the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework has been taking place for over 20 years and 

continues to the present. As noted in the section on Significance of this study, it is also 

clear that employers want employees who possess technical skills as well as 

communication, critical thinking, and teamwork skills. 

Examples of state practices. 

While data and policies at the national level are an indicator of trends, the 

experiences of students and institutions at the state level provide a picture of policies 

in action.  Although each state‘s emphasis on and coordination of community colleges 

and their programs varies, examining their experiences can provide insight into 

processes and policies that may be utilized elsewhere. This section provides a brief 

review of research conducted in six states at various times. While the criteria may 

have varied, the focus of the research was on the transfer of professional/technical 

coursework and programs. 

 Cohen and Ignash (1993) conducted a random sample review of 164 

community colleges in California, Texas, and Illinois evaluating the difference in the 

transferability of their liberal arts versus nonliberal arts coursework. They ―divided the 

nonliberal arts in 10 broad discipline areas: technical agriculture, business and office, 

marketing, health, home economics, technical education, engineering technology, 
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trade and industry, education, and other‖ (Methodology ¶ 1). While their study 

showed that research universities were more selective, with the exception of ―trade 

and industry‖ and some health courses, they found that ―most of the nonliberal arts do 

transfer‖ (Conclusion ¶ 1).  

In Oregon, the Associate of Arts Oregon Transfer (AAOT) degree is an 

agreement between the state‘s 17 community colleges and seven public universities to 

accept an agreed-upon curriculum as meeting the lower division general education 

requirements of the universities.  The AAOT includes primarily transfer-level 

coursework, but does allow for up to 12 quarter credits of professional/technical 

coursework. In a study for her dissertation, Truesdell (1996) focused on students 

transferring from an Oregon community college to Portland State University. She 

found that ―students who complete community college associate degrees not-intended-

for-transfer do not necessarily end their education‖ (p. 75). Her conclusion was based 

on an analysis of transfer data from Portland State University as well as a survey of 

student transfer experience. It must be kept in mind that Truesdell‘s research only 

included students who had earned an ―associate degree not-intended-for transfer from 

an Oregon community college and completed their baccalaureate degree from Portland 

State University‖ (p. 31).  Thus, the methods she employed in gathering data and 

accessing respondents for this study left her with a relatively small number to work 

with: 128 students of whom 60 completed the survey portion of the study.  

Additionally, because the study did not include students who had not earned an AAS 

degree, a significant number of student voices may not have been heard. This study 

could have been modified to include more students, thus increasing its validity.  

Additionally, considering that Truesdell‘s research is now 15 years old, the time may 

be appropriate to repeat the study with some modifications to improve the validity of 

the conclusions.  

In a profile of transfer students in North Carolina, Fredrickson (1998) analyzed 

data on over 4,000 community college students, based on classifications as either 

transfer or technical students. The students in the study had college credits from a 
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community college in North Carolina and had transferred to one of 16 public 

universities in the same state. Fredrickson found that over 30% of students in this 

study were from technical rather than transfer programs.   

In a review of how non-liberal-arts courses transfer in the California system, 

Striplin (1999) identified the various support systems utilized in California, including 

the Intersegmental General Education Transfer Curriculum (IGETC), an outline of 

general education requirements;  the Articulation System Stimulating Interinstitutional 

Student Transfer (ASSIST), a web-based system to help students find information on 

admission and course transfer; and the California Articulation Number System 

(CANS), ―a system of common course identifiers‖ (p. 72).  Striplin‘s research focused 

on comparing how non-liberal-arts courses transferred to the California State 

University (CSU) system as opposed to the University of California (UC) system.  It is 

important to note, however, California‘s extensive work on transfer as evidenced by 

the IGETC, ASSIST and CANS systems.  

The above review of research in various states indicated a national interest in 

the issue of transfer, especially that of professional/technical coursework. These 

studies, however, were primarily focused on reviewing which credits transferred into a 

particular system in order to establish the importance of the topic.  A review of the 

literature and pertinent websites revealed two programs that appear to be developing 

models for the transfer of professional/technical coursework from community colleges 

to related programs at universities. One of these models, the Ohio Career Technical 

College Transfer (CT
2
) program has identified five subject areas: nursing, engineering 

technology, medical assisting, information technology (networking), and automotive 

technology. ―Students who successfully complete specified . . .  technical programs 

are eligible to have technical credit transfer to public colleges and universities‖ (Ohio 

Board of Regents).  To achieve this, a five-step process has been established that 

involves both educational and industry partners. The five steps are: defining, agreeing, 

matching, submitting, and reviewing.  Also, California has recently launched a Career 
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Technical Education Transfer Project, one of two research projects focused on the 

transfer of students from community colleges to baccalaureate institutions. 

Information at the national level indicated a trend toward the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework. This section verified this trend by identifying 

research conducted at the state level over the past 15 years that supports that trend. 

Additionally, two states were identified (Ohio and California) as actively establishing 

processes involving various stakeholders to standardize procedures for determining the 

transferability of professional/technical courses. 

Summary of Overview of Community College History 

 In the past 100-plus years, community colleges have grown from extensions of 

secondary schools to comprehensive post-secondary institutions providing both 

technical training as well as the first two years of baccalaureate curriculum. The past 

15-plus years particularly have seen an increase in attention to links between 

professional/technical and transfer coursework. This attention also included requests 

from employers that their employees have not only technical training, but 

communication and critical thinking skills as well. Research conducted at both the 

national and state levels showed that students in professional/technical programs do 

pursue baccalaureate degrees. The literature also pointed to a history of tentative 

relationships between community college and universities even though, as noted in 

Curris (2006), public universities have similar purposes as community colleges. While 

some individual states are working diligently on improving relationships and thus 

improving transfer between community colleges and universities, much work still 

needs to be done in the areas of determining why some professional/technical courses 

transfer and others do not and what can be done at the local or system level to support 

such transfer.  

Literature Supporting this Research 

The purpose of this section is to review literature with a focus on identifying 

salient elements that already exist in promoting the successful transfer of 

professional/technical coursework from community college to university. Some of 
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these elements may exist at the state level in the form of state-wide policies or at the 

institutional level in the form of individual articulation agreements.  While there is 

always room for improvement in any organization, successful practices may already 

exist that should be acknowledged and adopted.  

In the 100-plus year history of community colleges, methods of facilitating 

transfer have been developed, either intentionally or as a residual result of other 

activities. Various studies have shown that students in professional/technical programs 

do transfer to baccalaureate programs (Cohen & Ignash, 1993; Palmer, 1987).  This 

part of the literature review focuses on literature that supports the need to identify 

salient elements in the transfer of professional/technical coursework. It also focuses on 

the sub-questions of the research that seek to identify specific obstacles or aids as well 

as policies and practices related to the transfer of professional/technical coursework.  

Salient Elements that Facilitate or Hinder the Transfer of Professional/Technical 

Coursework 

 This section examines existing literature that has identified salient elements in 

the process of determining transferability of professional/technical coursework. The 

literature is presented in essentially a chronological order so as to show the 

progression in the transfer of professional/technical coursework or research into that 

area. 

 In a paper discussing the results of a 1992 study of non-liberal-arts curriculum 

conducted by the Center for the Study of Community College (CSCC), Ignash (1993) 

highlighted specific elements that enhanced the transfer of non-liberal-arts 

(professional/technical) courses. The study compared transfer of liberal arts courses to 

the transfer of non-liberal-arts courses to both comprehensive state universities and 

―flagship‖ research universities (as categorized by the Carnegie Foundation‘s 1987 A 

Classification of Institutions of Higher Education) in California, Illinois, and Texas.  

The paper clarified the use of the term ―non-liberal-arts‖ utilizing the taxonomy 

developed by the CSCC. Non-liberal-arts were categorized into ten areas: Agriculture 

Technology, Business and Office, Marketing, Health, Home Economics, Technical 
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Education, Engineering Technology, Trade and Industry, Education, and Other. While 

this taxonomy is a useful starting point and useful to Ignash‘s study, it may not be 

relevant to all state systems and thus should be reviewed for appropriateness if applied 

to specific systems. 

For the purposes of this literature review, the results from California and Texas 

only will be examined as the data from Illinois were limited, ―too sparse to report  . . . 

[and] should be considered preliminary‖ (Ignash, 1993, p. 12). In California, overall 

transferability of non-liberal-arts courses was significantly higher in the California 

State University (CSU) system than in the University of California (UC) system. The 

study showed that 61.7% of non-liberal-arts courses transferred to the CSU system 

compared to 28.9% to the UC system. An exception to this pattern was in the category 

of Personal Skills, which included physical education courses. In transfer to the UC 

system, Personal Skills transferred at a rate of 76.7% compared to the next specific 

non-liberal-arts category of Business and Office which transferred at a rate of 23%. 

The pattern of higher transfer rates to comprehensive universities as compared 

to research universities did not hold as true in Texas where 41.6% of courses 

transferred to the state comprehensive system compared with 35.3% to the research 

universities. Ignash conducted a further case study in Texas that focused on transfer 

credits from one community college to 15 four-year institutions in Texas (13 public, 

two private). For non-liberal-arts courses, transfer rates ranged from a high of 97.3% 

to a low of 5.5% at the public institutions. Ignash suggested two influencing factors: 

―the proximity between the two- and four-year institutions and the ability of the 

community college articulation officer to build a relationship with a university‘s 

transfer coordinator‖ (p. 13). This finding speaks to differences in course 

transferability across states as well as within states. These differences, especially 

within a single state, cause difficulty and confusion for students who want to transfer. 

For students who may be place bound, the location of the community college and the 

receiving university is an important factor in a students‘ ability to pursue a 

baccalaureate. Close proximity of the sending and receiving institutions should lead to 
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close collaboration in determining transferability of coursework. Additionally, 

Ignash‘s suggestion with regard to the relevance of relationship building supports the 

need to identify practices and processes that can be systematized so that transferability 

of professional/technical coursework is not jeopardized by retirements or turnover in 

college personnel. 

In addition to proximity and relationship building, Ignash also noted that 

California, which utilizes system-wide agreements, showed a lower level of transfer 

than Texas, which uses separate agreements with each institution. This finding 

suggests that a salient element of successful transfer of professional/technical 

coursework is individual articulation agreements between institutions.  However, in a 

study conducted in 1999, Townsend and Ignash (2000) concluded that ―it is important 

that statewide articulation agreements facilitate inter-institutional transfers within the 

state‖ (p. 8). This suggests that involvement from the state level is an important factor 

in transfer. The findings of this study were based on a two-page survey sent to 

executive directors of state higher education and community college agencies. Forty-

three of the 50 states contacted responded to the survey. Nine of the states did not have 

statewide agreements. In Texas, however, the Texas Higher Education Coordinating 

Board ―has developed clear policy statements that ask institutions, for example, to 

consider two- and four-year institutions as equals in providing freshmen and 

sophomore courses  . . . [but] leaves the development of the actual articulation 

agreements up to individual institutions to work out‖ (p. 5).  

A 1997 report by Ignash reviewed state policies for the AAS degree by 

submitting questions to the listserv for State Higher Education Executive Officers 

(SHEEO). Twenty-two states responded. This report noted that in North Carolina, 

―while state-wide articulation agreements did not exist for specific technical fields, 

state-level advice was available to students in at least 32 programs. The guidelines 

were often general curricular suggestions. . .‖ (p. 7). The amalgamation of Ignash‘s 

1993 and 1997 reports with the 2000 report by Townsend and Ignash suggest that 

general guidelines from states are useful but that questions of specific course transfer 
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need to be addressed by the individual institutions. However, this does not address the 

concerns of students who may not know which institution or program they are going 

to transfer to nor does it address the concerns of the sending institutions that do not 

necessarily know where students will transfer. 

 Zinser and Hanssen (2006) reviewed the Advanced Technological Education 

(ATE) program through the National Science Foundation (NSF) and its impact on 

baccalaureate attainment. They analyzed the 2004 and 2005 annual surveys of ATE 

programs which yielded both quantitative and qualitative data. There was a 97% 

response rate for the 2004 survey (154 of 158) and a 98% response rate in 2005 (168 

of 171). One of the questions on the surveys sought to identify attributes of successful 

articulation agreements. Two important themes emerged from the surveys with regard 

to articulation agreements: (1) transferability of credits and (2) relationships between 

institutions. The theme of transferability focused on associate‘s degrees transferring as 

a block with a guarantee that students would have junior standing at the university and 

focused on identifying pathways for students. Additionally, this theme revealed 

awareness by the community colleges of the need to strengthen science and 

mathematics courses in order for the universities to accept the credits. This awareness 

tied into the theme of relationship-building which focused on collaboration and 

communication of community college with university faculty and administration as 

key components of successful agreements.  In this study, Zinser and Hanssen 

concluded by identifying key components of articulation agreements that lead to 

successful baccalaureate attainment by students in ATE programs: faculty support, 

administrative support, collaboration in the development of curriculum, joint 

marketing of programs, simplicity of the agreement, involvement of multiple 

institutions, and market demand for the program(s).  

Zinser and Hanssen also identified specific actions related to both community 

colleges and universities that could facilitate the transfer of professional/technical 

coursework. When creating certain new technical associate degrees, community 

colleges are adding science and mathematics courses to ―strengthen the otherwise 
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‗occupational‘ programs, which help prepare students for university coursework and 

facilitates the transfer of credit based on program outcomes‖ (Zinser & Hanssen, 2006, 

p. 8).  At the university level, Zinser and Hanssen found that: 

Even though associate‘s degrees . . . may be outside the conventional 

university programs, they are being accepted as an area of emphasis in a 

broader field recognized by the university. This situation allows the technician-

level student employees to continue their education at the professional level, 

whereas they were not able to do so before the agreement, or at least not 

without the loss of some credit. (2006, p. 9) 

 

 The review by Zinser and Hanssen included articulation agreements involving 

nearly 700 institutions. The number of students involved in those agreements averaged 

approximately 33 students per institution, for an approximate total of over 21,000 

students.  In addition to numerical data, Zinser and Hanssen‘s work involved the 

qualitative data from surveys which asked institutions to comment on important 

attributes of articulation agreements. The results showed that providing clear pathways 

for students, strengthening the mathematics and science components of 

professional/technical programs, and improving communication and collaboration 

between institutions were vital components of successful relationships and 

agreements. Another factor noted by Zinser and Hanssen was faculty involvement, not 

only in development of curriculum content but in acting as institutional liaisons and 

perhaps even holding joint appointments at the partner institutions. The importance of 

faculty involvement had been noted previously by Richardson (1993):  

The next great advance in transfer and articulation will occur when faculty 

members from two- and four-year colleges become seriously engaged in 

collaborative efforts to design educational programs that fit and to help 

students understand how to take advantage of them. (p. 46-47) 

 

In 2003, the AACC and the American Association of State Colleges and 

Universities (AASCU) conducted a survey funded by the Lumina Foundation to 

identify barriers to the baccalaureate. One of the areas noted in the executive summary 
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focused on the AAS degree and the issues of communication, collaboration, and 

respect:   

Two-year faculty note, however, that AA/AS [AAS] degree holders are under 

increasing pressure from their employers to acquire the baccalaureate, because 

of the rapidly developing cognate base of these fields, and that this need could 

be readily met if more four-year colleges were to put aside their long-standing 

unwillingness to accept the academic legitimacy of vocational courses and 

programs. (AACC, 2003, p. 3) 

 

This survey, which included members of both AACC and AASCU, also noted that 

―the barrier most frequently noted by survey participants is the perception that 

community college graduates are simply less well-prepared academically than students 

who began their studies at a four-year institution‖ (p. 2). Unfortunately, the executive 

summary did not provide specifics about the survey including number of respondents, 

survey questions, or other information about methodology. Without that information, 

it is best to exercise caution in assessing the usefulness of the survey information. 

However, the credentials of the organizations sponsoring the survey would indicate 

the information has merit.  

 In addition to the overview of community college history, this literature review 

focused on what salient elements exist in the transfer of professional/technical 

coursework.  The literature in this section was presented in essentially a chronological 

order and then offered some specific state studies as well as national research focused 

on professional/technical education as well as issues pertaining to access to the 

baccalaureate. Issues regarding the transfer of professional/technical coursework taken 

at community colleges to related programs at universities included topics such as 

institution-to-institution agreements vs. state-wide policies; communication, 

collaboration, and mutual respect; and the involvement of faculty in determining what 

does and does not transfer. There seem to be varying opinions as to whether 

institution-to-institution agreements are more successful than state-wide agreements in 

terms of helping students transfer from community college in order to complete a 

baccalaureate. Also, some studies indicated that personal relationships helped to 

facilitate transfer agreements. However, other studies pointed out the impermanence 
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of personal relationships. There is agreement, however, that communication and 

mutual respect between institutions are key components to creating agreements that 

work. Additionally, there is agreement that faculty who develop and teach the 

curriculum at both the community college and university levels need to be as much or 

more involved than administrators in developing agreements between institutions. 

 The sub-questions related to identifying salient elements in the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework center on obstacles, aids, as well as system or 

policy issues. Figure 2 provides a summary of how the studies analyzed in this 

literature review address the sub-questions of this proposed study including obstacles 

to transfer, aids to transfer, and system or policy issues that impact transfer. 
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Studies Reviewed Obstacles to 

Transfer 

Aids to Transfer System/Policy Issues 

Center for the 
Study of 
Community 
Colleges (CSCC) 

1992: Review of 
California, Illinois, 
and Texas. 
(Ignash, 1993) 

Reliance on 
personal 
relationships does 
not provide for 

long-term solidity 
of agreements 

Proximity of CC to 
university 
 
Relationships between 

CC and university 
personnel which can 
facilitate communication 
 
Individual articulation 
agreements  

Lack of consistency 
of the definition of 
―non-liberal arts‖ 
coursework 

 
Difference in transfer 
to comprehensive 
state university and a 
research university 

Survey of executive 
directors of state 
higher education 
and community 
college agencies. 
(Townsend & 

Ignash, 2000) 

 State-level support and 
state-wide articulation 
agreements 
 

Statewide articulation 
agreements 
 
Policy statements 
regarding the equality 
of 2- and 4-year 

institutions 

Survey of State 
Higher Education 
Executive Officers 

(SHEEO). 
(Ignash, 1997) 

Vague state 
guidelines that do 
not address specific 

institution 
requirements 

State guidelines for 
students with specific 
course transfer 

information provided by 
individual institutions 

State guidelines for 
students 

Review of 
Advanced 
Technological 

Education (ATE) 
program. 
(Zinser & Hanssen, 
2006) 

 Block transfer 
agreements for 
associate‘s degrees 

 
CC‘s strengthening of 
science and mathematics 
 
Clear pathways for 
students 
 

Communication between 
institutions 
 
Involvement of faculty 
from partner institutions 

Increase mathematics 
and science 
requirements for 

AAS programs 
 
Develop pathways 

Lumina funded 
survey to identify 
barriers to the 
baccalaureate. 
(AACC, 2003) 

Perception that CC 
coursework was not 
as good as 
university 
coursework 

 Employer 
requirements of both 
baccalaureate degree 
and technical skills 

 

Figure 2. Summary of review of existing studies. 
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 The information in Figure 2 indicated that many elements that facilitate 

transfer have already been identified. Rather than providing anecdotal information 

about policies and practices that are incidental to quantitative research focused on 

credit transfer, the research presented in this study focused on and sought to identify 

explicit actions that have led to successful policies and practices in the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework. Additionally, this study sought to identify 

obstacles and aids in the facilitation of transfer of professional/technical coursework. 

Implications for the Focus and Design of the Proposed Study 

 The literature thus far reviewed has identified some obstacles to the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework as well as some processes that facilitate such 

transfer and how system-level policies impact transfer. It also indicated that more 

research is needed in order to identify specific actions, policies, and practices that 

could facilitate the transfer of professional/technical coursework taken at community 

colleges to related programs at universities.  

Because professional/technical coursework is designed for completion at the 

community college, further research in the area of the transferability of such 

coursework to a university baccalaureate is warranted.  In a 1999 review of existing 

data conducted for the National Assessment of Vocational Education (NAVE), Bailey 

and Kienzl identified several issues that need to be addressed by community colleges. 

One of these issues dealt with integration of academic and vocational education. This 

was not an area that Bailey and Kienzl felt could be evaluated using existing data and 

suggested that it could ―be more fruitfully analyzed through case studies or new data 

collection‖ (p. 4).  The existing literature has focused on the credits and the courses.  

The research presented in this study seeks to identify the salient elements 

involved in the successful transfer of professional/technical coursework or programs. 

Many studies exist that identify how courses transfer from one institution to another 

and how the receiving institution designates the courses or applies the courses toward 

graduation requirements (i.e. general education, general electives, major electives). 

Few studies exist that look at what the process was in determining the transferability 
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of courses; what aided the process; what obstacles had to be overcome; and how those 

obstacles were overcome.  It is hoped that this study will help to fill that gap in the 

literature.  

Summary of Chapter Two 

. . . an education which acknowledges the full intellectual and social meaning 

of a vocation would include instruction in the historic background of present 

conditions; training in science to give intelligence and initiative in dealing 

with 

material and agencies of production; and study of economics, civics, and 

politics, 

to bring the future worker into touch with the problems of the day and the 

various methods proposed for its improvement.  

John Dewey, 1916 

 

 Once again, Dewey‘s words from almost a century ago are relevant to the 

issues and concerns today regarding the knowledge and skills needed by workers in 

the twenty-first century.  This review of literature provided background on the 

development of community colleges, a review of policies from a national viewpoint, 

and some findings and examples at the state level.  The literature presented points to 

the dual role of community colleges in the offering of both technical and transfer 

coursework. The literature also showed how employers, employees, and the economy 

are now requiring both technical skills and general knowledge. 

During the past 100 years, community colleges have risen to the challenge of 

an ever-changing economy. The early 1900‘s saw the advent of community colleges as 

places to receive technical training.  The availability of the Montgomery G.I. Bill after 

World War II vastly improved and increased access to postsecondary education 

including professional programs. As the economy changes and becomes more 

competitive, it is clear that not only professional training is needed, but also necessary 

are the analytical and communication skills as well as the credential that comes with 

the baccalaureate (Tobolowsky, 1998; Wellman, 2002). As part of their obligation to 

maintain open access and provide options for students in their communities, however, 

the mission of community colleges also requires a focus on professional/technical 
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coursework and programs (Vaughan, 2000). Melding these two areas in ways that 

enhance opportunities for students as well as for institutions is an area that is not 

sufficiently addressed in current research and literature.  
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Chapter Three: Design of the Study 

The topic of the transferability of professional/technical coursework from 

community college to university has been studied at various times at regional, state, 

and national levels. As noted in the Review of Literature in Chapter Two, most of 

those studies used a quantitative approach, analyzing course and transfer data to 

identify which courses transfer from the community college to the university. 

However, this study used a qualitative approach in order to identify salient elements in 

the process of determining transferability of courses. Discovering what the process 

entailed, how obstacles and aids respectively hindered or facilitated the process, and 

why courses did or did not transfer were the focus of this study. Because the topic of 

professional/technical coursework is quite broad, this study focussed on the areas of 

health-care-related fields and information technology. These two areas were chosen 

because they are areas of high demand and employment opportunities and often have 

additional levels of training or accreditation that could inform this study. 

 In order to ensure the soundness of the research, it is important to understand 

how the topic was approached, the philosophy behind the approach, and the methods 

used to gather and interpret the data. The purpose of this section is to provide a 

description as well as rationale for the philosophic approach, method, and procedures 

used in this research. Additionally, it is important for the researcher to give thoughtful 

consideration to her or his background, potential biases, and personal involvement in 

the topic. See Appendix B for a personal disclosure statement. 

Philosophical Approach 

 

 What is established by statistics seems to be a language of facts, but which 

questions these facts answer and which facts would begin to speak if other 

questions were asked are hermeneutical questions. Only a hermeneutical 

inquiry would legitimate the meaning of these facts and thus the consequences 

that follow them.  

Hans-Georg Gadamer, Philosophical  Hermeneutics, 1976, p. 11 

 

 Gadamer asserted that ―facts‖ require a hermeneutical inquiry in order to fully 

understand their meaning. Hermeneutics go beyond interpretation to being able to deal 
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with ―confusingly interrelated forms of meaning (Taylor, p. i). In a study of why and 

how professional/technical courses transfer from a community college to a university, 

individual faculty, administrators, and policy makers may each ascribe their own 

interpretation to the value of such coursework and how it might fit into a university 

program. These individual, yet likely interrelated, interpretations of the merits of 

professional/technical courses lent themselves to a hermeneutical inquiry as the 

purpose of this study was to understand why such courses do or do not transfer by 

identifying salient elements in existing models of such transfer.    

 Hermeneutics is a type of interpretive social science approach (Hultgren & 

Coomer, 1989; Neuman, 2003) and is the philosophical approach that guided this 

research. This approach does not just report facts; it provides for a deeper 

understanding of meaning that can be derived from social rules and concepts (Bredo & 

Feinberg, 1982; Carr & Kemmis, 1986).  The interpretive approach allows for the 

actors to reflect on their actions and for the observers to reflect on their observations, 

pre-conceived notions, and meanings they attribute to specific actions (Kasler, 1979; 

de Mul, 2004; Gadamer, 1976). The acts of reflection, interpretation, and meaning-

making on the part of the research participants as well as the researcher are the 

qualities of interpretive social science that aided in providing a deeper understanding 

of the elements involved in determining the transferability of professional/technical 

coursework.  

Bredo and Feinberg (1982) recognized three levels of meaning: factual, 

common, and intersubjective. These three levels build on each other with 

intersubjectivity providing a connective thread across the various levels, interpreters, 

and interpretations of meaning.  
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Figure 3. A depiction of Bredo‘s and Feinberg‘s three levels of meaning: factual, 

common, and intersubjective. 

At the first level, facts such as what courses transfer between a community 

college and university would be identified. While these ―facts‖ of transferability may 

vary depending upon the institutions under discussion, they represent established 

practices. The second level is represented by a common understanding of, for 

example, what constitutes a college-level composition course and how it transfers 

between two institutions. This common understanding may be derived from historical 

practices or based on criteria agreed upon by two institutions. The third level, building 

on the first two, provides a deeper and broader understanding of why one course might 

transfer and another may not. At this third level, details about student learning 

outcomes as well as instructor, institution, and employer expectations have the 

opportunity to emerge.  The intersubjective level allows the views of faculty and staff 

at both the community college and university to surface with regard to rigor as well as 

mission. This deeper and broader understanding stems from the intersubjective 

relationship of all those who are involved in the dialogue, including the research 

participants and the researcher (van Manen, 1990).   

While Figure 3 represents the concept of intersubjectivity as concentric circles 

that build and grow as the knowledge base expands, intersubjective relationships are 

Intersubjective -
deeper 

understanding

Common 
understanding

Factual 
understanding
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not necessarily limited to a linear progression of thought. Rather, they may extend in 

various directions thus allowing for the incorporation of multiple ideas and 

frameworks on the part of both the research participants and the researcher.  In the 

example of course transferability, intersubjective relationships provide for 

interconnectivity among community college and university faculty and administrators, 

state policy makers, community stakeholders such as employers, students themselves, 

and the person conducting the research. All of these constituents are involved in 

various ways with each other, with the development of curriculum, the transfer 

process, the utilization of the knowledge and skills gained in the course(s) taken, and 

the interpretation of information.  Faculty and administrators at the various institutions 

must determine the curriculum and its transferability; students must have the interest 

and see the value in taking course(s) and employers must be assured that students are 

gaining relevant, usable skills and knowledge. The dialogue continues when, for 

example, employers relay to the institutions providing the training a need for new or 

expanded skills. The dialogue also continues when students call for an increased 

knowledge base in order to enhance their career opportunities or call for their existing 

knowledge base to be recognized. The researcher is also involved through, for 

example, the interpretation of actions taken by the research participants. Figure 4 

attempts to provide a visual depiction of intersubjectivity by illustrating how the 

subjective views of all of the various participants in the research come together to 

form an intersubjective understanding of the topic. Figure 4 does not adequately 

represent the negotiation that occurs between the researcher and participants in order 

to provide an accurate, holistic presentation of the topic. It does, however, indicate the 

overlap in understanding that occurs among all of the   participants and how together 

they create the reality of the situation. 
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Figure 4. A depiction of the key participants in developing intersubjective 

understanding in the context of the transfer of professional/technical coursework. The 

―cloud‖ lines are intended to indicate the back-and-forth nature of achieving a 

negotiated reality. 

 

This section introduced the use of interpretive social science, specifically 

hermeneutics, as the philosophical approach used for this study. Hermeneutics was 

chosen as it allowed for a deeper understanding of the salient elements in determining 

why professional/technical courses do or do not transfer.  This richer understanding 

was gleaned from experiences of and meanings ascribed by the participants in the 

study, not just from the numerical data gathered from a review of transcripts. The use 

of concentric circles to depict the concept of three levels of meaning (factual, 

common, and intersubjective) as used by Bredo and Feinberg (1982) was presented.  

These levels of meaning are not solely linear, but provide for continual reflection, 

feedback, and dialogue among the various constituents. Figure 4 depicted the various 

stakeholders and the negotiation that takes place to achieve intersubjective 

understanding. 
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Previous studies of the transfer of professional/technical coursework from a 

community college to related programs at universities centered on the use of 

numerical data that identified which courses transferred between institutions. While 

some anecdotal information emerged regarding why courses did or did not transfer, 

that was not the focus of those studies. The research presented in this study sought to 

understand why professional/technical courses do or do not transfer by identifying 

salient elements in the process of determining transferability. The interpretive social 

science approach allowed for the participants in this research to reflect on the 

meanings behind the decision making processes and allowed the researcher to identify 

areas of intersubjectivity that were missed in quantitative studies.  

Historical Background 

The purpose of this section is to describe the history of the development of 

interpretive social science thus providing background for its use in this study. The use 

of intersubjectivity to describe interrelationships dates to the nineteenth-century 

German philosopher Edmund Husserl, also known as the ―father‖ of phenomenology. 

Husserl observed that people must have a means of developing a common context, a 

common understanding of the world, in order to effectively interact while at the same 

time retaining their individuality.  

The interpretive social science approach, however, dates to the seventeenth 

century when Protestant theologians wanted to provide individual readers with 

methods of understanding the Bible, rather than having them rely solely on the 

interpretations of the clergy (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Hodges, 1969).  This movement 

allowed for individuals to interpret and understand the Bible in the context of their 

own experiences. This interpretive process is also referred to as hermeneutics, which 

has its roots in the interpretation of scripture. Hermeneutics, as defined in Audi 

(1995), is the ―art or theory of interpretation‖ (p. 323).  In addition to its theological 

origins, interpretive social science and hermeneutics are linked to Germany in the 

1800s and the works of Schleiermacher (1768-1834), Dilthey (1833-1911), Husserl 
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(1859-1938), Weber (1864-1920), Heidegger (1889-1976), and more currently, 

Gadamer (1900-2002) (Audi, 1995; Neuman, 2003; Palmer, 1969).   

One reason for the rise of interpretive social science methods was as a response 

and alternative to positivism. Positivism is the research approach most commonly 

associated with the natural sciences, identified by its use of quantitative data (Neuman, 

2003). There was a concern, however, that positivists were more interested in 

explaining (Erklarung) than in understanding (Verstehen) (Hodges, 1969). The 

previous positivist approaches to the transfer of professional/technical coursework 

have explained which courses have transferred. Those studies have presented the fact 

of what transferred. According to Gadamer (1976), ―only a hermeneutical inquiry 

would legitimate the meaning of these facts and thus the consequences that follow 

them‖ (p. 11). 

  This dissertation research sought to understand what the salient elements are 

in determining if professional/technical courses do or do not transfer to a university. 

While an analysis of transcripts describes the fact of which courses transfer, it does not 

answer the question of what elements go into determining transferability. 

Understanding the elements that go into determining whether courses do or do not 

transfer lends itself to an interpretive analysis as it is also important to understand 

what obstacles were faced in making those determinations and how (or if) those 

obstacles were overcome.   

Purpose 

The purpose of the interpretive approach is to seek meaning and understanding 

(Hultgren & Coomer, 1989; Manning & Stage, 2003; Neuman, 2003).  Carr and 

Kemmis (1986) noted two practical purposes of interpretive social science: ―reduce 

problems of communication‖ and ―facilitate dialogue and communication between 

interested parties‖ (p. 91). Hultgren and Coomer (1989) and Neuman (2003) also 

noted the practicality of interpretive social science as a means to acquire insight and 

provide for common understanding. An analysis of transcripts and articulation 

agreements can determine which courses transfer from community college to 
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university. However, that analysis does not get at the process and meaning behind the 

determination that a course is transferable or not. By approaching this topic from an 

interpretive standpoint, a deeper understanding of what elements went into 

determining whether courses do or do not transfer was revealed. The resultant 

understanding of the process for determining transferability could lead to better 

communication and dialogue between the community colleges and universities. 

The ability to ask the right questions and then explicate answers regarding 

what salient elements exist and how obstacles were overcome in determining 

transferability of professional/technical coursework was a direct result of using the 

interpretive approach, which sought to facilitate communication as noted above.  In a 

hermeneutic tradition, what questions are asked is equally important as the 

interpretation of the responses. Hermeneutics allows one to express, explain, and 

translate or, in other words, interpret (Palmer, 1969). Because the process of 

transferability involves multiple constituents, translation and interpretation are 

important factors. It was necessary to translate and interpret meaning as it was 

expressed by community college and university representatives, as well as by 

stakeholders at the state level. The use of the interpretive social science approach to 

study the transferability of professional/technical coursework had implications for the 

design and execution of this study.  The interpretive approach utilized responses from 

individuals, not just numerical data. Because it was important to ensure that accurate 

translation and interpretation of those responses occurred, methods such as member 

checking were employed to ensure accuracy. Member checking involved returning the 

transcript of the interviews to the individual interviewees to ensure accuracy of 

transcription and meaning.    Additionally, because of the resource limitations of a 

doctoral dissertation, this study was limited in the number of institutions and 

individuals who participated in the research. Despite those limitations, however, the 

interpretive approach and its focus on ascertaining meaning provided rich data that 

assisted this study in contributing and filling gaps in the body of literature around 

course transferability. 
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Concepts, Assumptions, and Truth 

 The interpretive social science framework encompasses several key concepts. 

The basis of these concepts is the development of rich data in a naturalistic setting that 

reflects the voice of the participants. Smith (1992) noted that two key concepts of 

interpretive social science are human action and social action: 

Human actions are those expressions people make based on reasons, 

intentions, and motivations. The concept of social must be added because the 

meanings ascribed to human actions, both by the actors and the interpreters, 

are determined by, and can only be understood within, a social context or 

within a web of social meanings.  (p. 102) 

 

Bogdan and Biklen (1998) also identified the following concepts: naturalistic, 

descriptive, inductive (emerging), concern with process, and meaning. Of these, the 

interpretive approach as used in this study focused on the descriptive, concern with 

process, and meaning. As noted previously, quantitative analysis of which courses do 

or do not transfer has been conducted. This study sought descriptive data that could 

emerge from conversations with community college and university staff, faculty, and 

administrators as well as the examination of documents and websites. The 

conversations helped get at the salient elements by which decisions are made and the 

meaning behind those decisions. As noted above, the resource limitations of a 

dissertation restricted the amount of data that was gathered and analyzed. Also, 

because of the richness and depth of data gathered in an interpretive study, the number 

of institutions and individuals involved was limited. 

 The interpretive approach includes assumptions about the meaning that both 

the researcher and the study participants will ascribe to the topic individually as well 

as through their influence on each other. Thus, both the researcher and the participants 

have influence on the nature of reality and truth as it applies to the topic being studied. 

While some research approaches consider this influence as tainting the outcome, it 

should not be seen in a solely negative light. In a review of Dilthey‘s work on 

hermeneutics, de Mul (2004) paraphrased Dilthey:  

The interpreted statement and the interpreter are generally part of a common 

productive nexus, or tradition. This productive nexus means that the subjective 
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moment in the experience and in the interpretation of the life statements is not 

subjective arbitrariness. . . . An objective interpretation in this sense is one 

that ties in with this intersubjectively accessible nexus. (p. 261) 

 

Human meaning is developed in context. In an analysis of Weber‘s philosophy, Allen 

(2004) noted that ―society is formed by individuals choosing, interpreting and acting 

in ways that take account of the fact that other individuals are doing likewise‖ (p. 71). 

In the world of higher education, there is a constant exchange of ideas. These ideas are 

subject to interpretation based on the context and the language used. Thus, each 

participant in any dialogue about the transfer of professional/technical coursework, 

must be aware that everyone brings her or his own interpretation to the conversation 

and that the goal should be to find, if not agreement, common understandings as to 

why courses do or do not transfer. 

 The ability to identify and authenticate common understandings in interpretive 

social science research requires a common understanding of the criteria used to 

determine truth.  Thus, it is important to identify criteria that get at the truth of the 

topic. Hultgren and Coomer (1989) suggested that it is important to clarify motives, 

authenticate experiences, and identify common meanings. Neuman (2003) noted that 

―interpretive social science sees facts as fluid and embedded within a meaning system 

. . . [these facts] are not impartial, objective or neutral. Facts are context-specific 

actions that depend on the interpretations of people in a social setting‖ (pp 79-80). 

Those who read interpretive studies must be able to recognize the subjective nature of 

the research, including their own biases.  The researcher, however, can mitigate 

confusion and subjectivity by being clear about how and why participants were 

selected, how meanings were determined, and what measures were employed to 

authenticate information. 

 The focus of this study was to find common understanding about processes, 

practices, and potential in the transfer of professional/technical coursework and 

programs. Each person involved in this study had her or his own notion of truth as it 

related to the transfer of coursework. That truth related to course content, academic 

rigor, or inclusion of theoretical concepts in the courses. It also related to notions of 
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social justice, inclusion, and educational opportunity. No matter the criteria for truth 

that each participant brought to the study, it was important to honor their truth, to 

respect the context within which that truth has developed, and to represent it 

accurately in the final data analysis. The sharing of the individual truths or concepts 

that emerged from this study contribute to the continued dialogue that forms the basis 

for the intersubjective nature of interpretive social science.  

 There must be recognized ways to validate ―truth‖ in the final analysis so that 

consumers of the research have confidence in the information presented and the 

conclusions that are drawn. In an interpretive social science study, ―a theory is true if 

it makes sense to those being studied and if it allows others to understand deeply or 

enter the reality of those being studied‖ (Neuman, 2003, p. 79).  To accomplish this, 

member checking was employed as a means to ensure that the information gathered 

and the interpretations made accurately reflected the intentions of the research 

participants.  In addition to the verification provided by member checking, the truth of 

this study was established through triangulation of the data to provide corroboration 

through multiple sources of data (Cresswell, 2005).  This data included documents 

reviewed from each site and interviews with research participants. Triangulation was 

utilized as it allowed for the comparison of information from documents, interviews, 

and previous studies to help verify that the information from the various sources was 

in agreement.  

The two methods, member checking and triangulation, provided verification 

that the truth was acquired and accurately interpreted. According to Wilson (1960), 

―Verification is a guide to meaning, and it is also a guide to truth‖ (p. 51).  

Strengths and Limitations 

 This section addresses the strengths and limitations inherent in the utilization 

of the interpretive social science approach to the study of the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework taken at a community college. In order to provide 

more validity to the research, it was important to address how the strengths and 

limitations affected the research as well as what was done to draw on the strengths and 
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mitigate the impact of the limitations. Both strengths and limitations arise from the 

fact that humans were directly involved in this study. 

 The strengths of the interpretive social science approach include the utilization 

of human experience and perspective, elaboration on connections between what is 

known and how it is known (Bredo & Feinberg, 1982), and the opportunity for 

reflection on the part of both the research participants and the researcher (Carr & 

Kemmis, 1986). By incorporating human experience and perspective into the research 

process, the data gathered provides richness and depth to the understanding of the 

topic. While studies that rely solely on numerical data may answer questions focused 

on which courses transferred, questions focused on investigating what elements led to 

determining transferability explore deeper levels.  Because this research sought to 

understand why professional/technical courses do or do not transfer by identifying 

salient elements in the decision making process and because those decisions are made 

by humans, it was important to hear from those directly involved in the process.  

 Interpretive social science also ―facilitate[s] dialogue between interested 

parties‖ by providing a venue for discussing and describing the process and criteria 

used in evaluating the transferability of courses and programs (Carr & Kemmis, 1986, 

p. 91). The discussions facilitated through the interpretive approach also provided an 

opportunity for the research participants to be reflective about the decisions they have 

made and processes they have used when determining transferability.  The opportunity 

for reflection was offered in two ways to the interviewees. First, the set of interview 

questions was sent in advance of the interview so that participants could have time to 

form thoughtful responses. Second, transcriptions of the interviews were sent to the 

individual participants thus giving them an opportunity to add to or amend original 

responses after having time to reflect. 

 In addition to identifying the strengths of interpretive social science research, it 

was also important to recognize the limitations. These limitations included the concern 

that interpretive ―data‖ does not provide an exact picture. Human influence can be a 
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limitation if either the researcher or any participants have an agenda to pursue other 

than the agenda of truth. Miles and Huberman (1994) cautioned that:  

[Researchers] have their own understandings, their own convictions, their own 

conceptual orientations . . . . If researchers use few pre-established instruments, 

it will be difficult to separate out ―external‖ information from what they 

themselves have contributed when decoding and encoding the words of their 

informants. (p. 8) 

 

Another criticism of interpretive social science is that reporting of definitions and 

meanings does not take into account the context in which those meanings may have 

been derived.  Additionally, critical social science theorists decry the interpretive 

approach because ―it does not take a strong value position or actively help people to 

see false illusions around them so that they can improve their lives‖ (Neuman, 2003, p. 

81).   

 Despite Neuman‘s assertions, the utilization of interpretive social science in 

this dissertation research allowed for interviewees to take a value position. 

Interviewees were allowed to provide the facts as they knew them as well as to offer 

their opinions regarding the transferability of professional/technical coursework.  

Because determination of transferability is made by humans, adding their voices to 

research on transferability will strengthen rather than weaken the usefulness of the 

research. 

Method 

The method used to conduct this research was case study. Case study allowed 

for ―an in-depth understanding of the situation and meaning for those involved‖ 

(Merriam, 1998, p. 19).  This definition is close to that used to describe 

phenomenological research, which also provides for rich understanding of a situation 

or experience.  A phenomenological study focuses on one ―phenomena,‖ and how that 

phenomena is experienced. Case study may involve multiple sites or cases and can 

encompass collection and analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data (Stake, 

1995; Yin, 1994).  Case study is also considered to be a form of ethnographic research 
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in that it involves the study of a ―culture-sharing group‖ in order to provide an 

―understanding of a larger issue‖ (Cresswell, 2005, p. 436).  

According to Creswell (2005), case analysis can focus on a person, event, 

activity, or process. As noted previously, the purpose of this research is to understand 

why professional/technical courses do or not transfer. A case study analysis of the 

issue allowed for understanding the process by which transferability is determined.  In 

order to gain a deeper understanding of the processes and issues involved in 

determining transferability of professional/technical coursework, multiple cases were 

studied. According to Creswell (2005), this is called a multiple instrumental case study 

in that several cases were studied in order to provide insight into the topic. 

As noted previously, primarily quantitative data has been collected on the topic 

of the transferability of professional/technical coursework from community college to 

university. However, understanding what salient elements existed in determining 

transferability and how (or if) obstacles were overcome has been missing from the 

literature. A multiple case study approach provided the opportunity to learn from 

multiple individuals involved in the evaluation and transfer of credit. Through one-on-

one interviews, these individuals could describe the salient elements in determining 

course transferability. Additionally, because case study allows for multiple sources of 

data, analysis of documents also contributed to a more rounded view of the process 

and salient elements involved in deciding how and why courses do or not transfer. 

Purpose 

The purpose of using case study as a research method was to gain a deeper 

understanding of a particular issue or social site. Case study focuses on the how and 

why (Lichtman & Taylor, 1993; Schwandt, 1997; Yin, 1994). This method was chosen 

for this study because of the need to understand how and why courses do or do not 

transfer from professional/technical programs at community colleges to related 

programs at universities. Merriam (1998) noted three features of case study that made 

this method particularly useful in this research: particularistic, descriptive, and 

heuristic. Particularistic refers to the focus of the case. ―The case itself is important for 
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what it reveals about the phenomenon and for what it might represent‖ (p. 29). 

Descriptive refers to the depth of description and understanding that is possible 

through case study. And, ―heuristic means that case studies illuminate the reader‘s 

understanding of the phenomenon under study. They can bring about the discovery of 

new meaning, extend the reader‘s experience, or confirm what is known‖ (p. 30).  

The particularistic aspect of case study supported the use of this method for 

this study. By focusing on only a few sites in reviewing why professional/technical 

courses do or do not transfer, the process and the criteria used at those sites for 

determining transferability was the focal point. Because three distinct sites were 

studied as unique cases, cross-case analysis still recognized the distinctiveness of each 

location, but allowed the reader to draw general conclusions if desired.  

As noted previously, a review of transcripts and other articulation ―data‖ can 

provide a list of what courses or programs transfer. The descriptive nature of case 

study, however, provided for a deeper understanding of why professional/technical 

courses and programs do or do not transfer by examining the salient elements that 

went into the process of making those decisions. By interviewing those involved in 

making decisions about transferability, a better understanding of why those decisions 

were made was revealed. 

The heuristic feature of case study focuses on what the reader can gain from 

the study, including background on the topic, descriptions of processes that did or did 

not work, and a summary of the topic (Merriam, 1998). All of these features provide 

the reader with a deeper understanding of the topic.  

The particularistic, descriptive, and heuristic characteristics of case study were 

appropriately underscored in this research on the transferability of 

professional/technical coursework. The research questions focused on salient elements 

in cases of successful transfer as well as policies and practices that could facilitate 

transfer. By reviewing particular cases, depth with regard to the issues that emerged 

was provided. For readers of this research, this richer and deeper understanding should 
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help to corroborate or expand upon previous knowledge or expose them to new 

methods or procedures.  

Key Concepts and Aspects 

 Key concepts in the utilization of case study include the descriptive nature of 

the data gathering and analysis and the inductive aspect of moving from the particular 

to the general. The descriptive nature of case study is enhanced in that it allows for the 

inclusion of various perspectives and numerous sources of information. Multiple 

related cases can be examined and analyzed, and multiple sources of information can 

be utilized. The data gathered from the various sources is then coded to find emerging 

themes. In the study of the transferability of professional/technical coursework, 

several sites (or cases) were examined and pertinent documents, such as articulation 

agreements or transfer guidelines, were reviewed. Because interpretive studies closely 

involve both the researcher and the subject(s), this study included not only etic issues 

(those pre-identified by the researcher), but emic issues (those emerging from the 

participants) as well (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995 & 2006). 

While multiple cases were studied in this research, the cases were ―bounded‖ 

in that they involved specifically identified systems or partnerships. As Miles and 

Huberman (1994) noted, the boundaries of a case encompass not only what will be 

studied, but also what will not be studied. The topic of transferability of 

professional/technical coursework could be quite large and cumbersome. Because of 

this, it was necessary to focus the study on a few sites and areas of coursework, 

determine which documents to review, and which individuals to interview.  This study 

was also focused on salient elements that support the transfer of professional/technical 

coursework.  Other studies might focus on why or how such courses do not or should 

not transfer. 

As will be described later in this study, it was important to provide anonymity 

to research participants.  Thus, descriptions of the cases and research participants are 

intentionally generalized throughout utilizing broad descriptions of participant roles 

such as faculty or articulation officer.  However, because specific locations were 
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accessed for the cases, some description of the states and participants are included in 

order to provide context. This context is informative as different states have different 

systems of higher education and differing levels of cooperation among the two-year 

and four-year institutions.  

Procedures 

 Utilizing the case study method allowed for the inclusion of various data 

gathering procedures.  This section describes the procedures used to identify the cases 

(sites) studied and participants interviewed, as well as the means used for gathering 

data. In order to gather information on salient elements in the transferability of 

professional/technical coursework taken at a community college to related programs at 

universities, interviews and document analysis were used. As noted in Chapter One, 

the research questions for this study fall into four main categories:  

1. Identifying salient elements in existing models for transfer; 

2. Identifying obstacles and aids in determining course transferability; 

3. Determining how (or if) obstacles were overcome, and; 

4. Pinpointing practices or policies at the community college, university, or state 

level that could facilitate or hinder the transfer of credits.  

The research questions guided the more specific questions used during interviews as 

well as informed the document review.  

The specific interview questions that were approved and used in this research 

are available in Appendices C and D. The questions were designed to approach the 

topic from various angles in order glean as much information as possible.  For 

example, while the focus of this study was on salient elements that support transfer, 

asking about both helps and hindrances to transfer aided in providing a broader aspect.  

Site and Participant Selection 

For the purpose of this interpretive social science study, the sites and 

participants from those sites were selected using purposeful sampling techniques. 

According to Merriam (1998), ―purposeful sampling is based on the assumption that 
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the investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must 

select a sample from which the most can be learned‖ (p. 61).  There are several types 

of purposeful sampling including typical, unique, maximum variation, convenience, 

snowball, chain, and network (Merriam, 1998). For selection of the sites in this study, 

a combination of typical, maximum variation, and convenience sampling was utilized.  

In order for relevant and useful data to emerge from this study, a multi-case 

approach was utilized (Stake, 2006). The nearly 1,200 community colleges across the 

United States serve a vast array of economic and community needs.  Whether single-

campus colleges, members of multi-campus or multi-college systems, or located in 

states with high or low levels of state control, each community college has an 

obligation to serve the needs of its community and constituents. Community college 

missions can be complex and often involve multiple aspects. Two prominent missions 

include technical training as well as academic preparation for the baccalaureate 

(Vaughan, 2000). In some cases, these two missions overlap when articulation 

agreements are in place that provide for the transfer of professional/technical 

coursework to a university. 

Because the focus of this research is to identify salient elements in the 

successful transfer of professional/technical coursework to universities, sites were 

selected based on their work in this area. Due to the time and financial limitations of 

dissertation research, three sites were chosen for review. While three is a relatively 

small number, it provided adequate data so that triangulation of the data could occur. 

It allowed for a comparison of information from the different sites including 

documents and interviews, as well as previous studies on the topic that were 

conducted in or about the individual sites. Three sites also allowed for in-depth 

research of each case rather than limited research into many cases. The criteria used 

for site selection included:  

1. Existence of a state-level joint coordinating board that bridges the two- 

and four-year systems. This criterion provided evidence that 

communication lines existed between the two- and four-year systems. 
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Existence of a state-level board also provided another means of 

identifying individuals involved with the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework. 

2. Evidence that work had been done in the area of transfer of 

professional/technical coursework. This criterion helped to ensure that 

data existed in terms of identifying salient elements in the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework. 

3. The site provided qualities that will help to inform the study, such as 

legislative mandates regarding transfer. Additionally, the size of the 

system provided variety in terms of how articulation agreements are 

developed and maintained. In some cases, these qualities were unique 

and thus provided a new perspective. In other cases, the experiences 

were similar to other states and thus the findings may be applicable to 

or useful for other sites. 

 For the purposes of this study, only public institutions were included. Private 

institutions often have fewer restrictions regarding the delivery or acceptance of 

coursework.  Additionally, having the view of a state-level coordinating board helped 

to add depth and breadth to the study. The state-level view would not have been as 

pertinent for private institutions because of governing structures. 

Three states that meet the criteria were selected for case study.  Each of these 

states has a coordinating board with members from both the two- and four-year 

systems. Each of these states is working diligently on the transfer process for 

professional/technical coursework as evidenced by information provided on their 

websites as well as prevalence of committees working on the area of transfer. These 

three states also have qualities that should support the significance of the study 

including variety in terms of geographic location, size of the higher education system, 

and in whether the two-year colleges serve both technical and transfer functions or if 

those functions are separated. This variety of cases should provide useful information 
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to a range of individuals interested in the transfer of professional/technical 

coursework.  

Figure 5 provides a summary of the selection criteria and how each of the 

selected sites meet the criteria.  

 State #1 State #2 State #3 

Existence of a state-
level coordinating board 
that bridges the two-
year and four-year 

systems 

Yes Yes 

 

Yes 

Evidence of work in the 
area of transfer of 
professional/technical 
coursework taken at a 
community college to a 
university 

Yes Yes Yes 

Site provides qualities 
that will help to inform 
and/or enhance the 
significance of the study 

University branch 
campuses offer 
Associate degrees 
 

Separate system of 
technical and 
community 
colleges 

Large size of 
higher education 
system 

 

Figure 5. Overview of site selection and criteria. Criteria is intentionally vague in 

order to protect anonymity of research participants. 

 

 State #1 is currently working on developing processes for the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework through a statewide network.  Because of its past 

and current work in this area, its experiences provided useful information. State #2 

has a system that separates technical and community colleges. There are some 

agreements between technical colleges and universities in State #2. This model 

provided insight into if or how technical and community colleges approach the 

development of articulation agreements differently. State #3 has a large higher 

education system and a diverse population and economy.  The addition of this 

qualitative research should help to fill in gaps in the literature related to the transfer 

of professional/technical coursework. 

The case studies were focused at both the institution and the state level in order 

to provide perspectives at the implementation level as well as the policy level. Thus, 

study participants were included from the state level, community college level, and 
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university level. The interviews at the community college and university levels 

provided for direct experience of participants.  Because each institution had varying 

criteria for articulation agreements and other transfer partnerships, the larger, overall 

view at the state level helped to balance some institutional biases or relationships 

issues.  Since the three states selected appear to have strong state-level governing 

boards and are intimately involved in transfer issues leading to at least providing 

policy recommendations, the view at the state level provided information in a broad 

context that could be utilized in other state systems.  

Determining the participants at each site was initially done by identifying 

personnel who worked directly with determining the transferability of coursework, 

from both sending and receiving perspectives. A review of institution and coordinating 

board websites helped with initial identification of participants or contacts. After 

identifying appropriate individuals to contact, a snowball technique was used to assist 

in identifying appropriate persons to interview.  This technique utilized the 

knowledge, insights, and connections of one person to lead to other potential 

participants.  For example, participants at the state coordinating board level were 

asked to recommend representatives at community colleges and universities to include 

in this research. 

Overall, the participants chosen were actively involved in the determination of 

criteria for transferable coursework, involved in the development of articulation 

agreements for professional/technical courses or programs, or involved in state-level 

efforts to  support articulation and transfer of professional/technical coursework and 

programs.  Participants were interviewed at each level with a total of 20 final 

interviews across the three states. Additionally, because of the limitations of 

dissertation research, only a few types of professional/technical courses were reviewed 

at each site. These types of courses were chosen based on the attention they had 

already received at each site along with their relevance across sites. An initial review 

of the states‘ websites suggested that health-care-related areas as well as information 

systems would provide adequate information and comparison across sites. 
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Data Needs and Data Collection Techniques 

As a means of identifying salient elements in the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework taken at community college, information on 

processes, successes, and failures in the transfer of such coursework to a related 

program at a university was needed.  To access this information, 20 individual 

interviews were conducted across three states with professionals in higher education. 

These individuals were from the state, community college, and university levels. The 

use of interviews as a means of gathering data for this study is recognized as a valid 

hermeneutical approach.  According to Kvale (1996): 

The research interview is a conversation about the human life world, with the 

oral discourse transformed into texts to be interpreted. Hermeneutics is then 

doubly relevant to interview research, first by elucidating the dialogue 

producing the interview texts to be interpreted, and then by clarifying the 

subsequent process of interpreting the interview tests produced, which may 

again be conceived as a dialogue or a conversation with the text. (p. 46) 

 

The research question and sub-questions formed the framework for the data that was 

needed in this study.   

In order to identify salient elements in existing models of transfer, information 

gathered included how and why personnel were selected to determine the 

transferability of professional/technical courses; how and why particular courses were 

identified to be considered for transfer; and what, if any, negotiation was needed 

between two- and four-year institutions before a final determination of transferability 

was made.  Data was also gathered regarding what obstacles as well as what aids were 

encountered in determining transferability. The array of data was gathered through 

document review as well as interviews with participants. Similarly, how practices and 

policies at the institution or state level facilitated or hindered the process was derived 

from documents as well as interviews with research participants. As was noted in 

Chapter One, the focus of this study was on the transfer of credit into traditional 

baccalaureate programs rather than applied baccalaureates.  

Background information was gathered and reviewed regarding existing 

agreements or processes. This information consisted of reports, website information, 
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press releases, and other documents describing community college/university 

partnerships in the area of professional/technical coursework. Additional documents 

reviewed included legislation, articulation agreements, and learning outcomes as they 

related to the courses being reviewed. 

The information gathered from the background work helped to determine 

which documents were the most pertinent to review. Because each site selected for the 

case study was different, the documents were not necessarily comparable. However, 

the documents reviewed did provide further depth to the entire process. The 

background information helped to inform the initial questions asked during the 

interviews. See Appendices C and D for the interview questions.  Again, because each 

site had its own unique characteristics, follow-up questions varied depending on 

individual responses to the initial questions. See Figure 6 for a diagram of the data 

collection process. 

 

Figure 6. Data collection process used with each selected site.  

 

Step 1
• Reviewed background information from sources such as websites, 

publications, and press releases to determine case study sites

Step 2
• Reviewed relevant documents such as partnership agreements, 

progress reports, and learning outcome guides 

Step 3
• Identified site participants from the state, community colleges, and 

university levels.

Step 4
• Conducted interviews.
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Data Analysis 

As part of the process of setting up the strategy of approaching the topic and 

resulting data, it was helpful to have identified data analysis techniques prior to 

beginning the project (Yin 1994). As Yin suggested, establishing a matrix for 

categories and establishing flowcharts to tabulate and evaluate the data was useful.  

Miles and Huberman (1994) as well as Stake (2006) offered some useful worksheets 

to help guide the process and organize the data.  

As data gathering commenced, it could have been easy to drift away from the 

original purpose and research focus. Utilizing strategies and processes to organize the 

research and resulting data prior to beginning the data gathering provided an 

environment for the data analysis that maintained a focus on the research questions. 

Because this study involved multiple sites and sources of data, pre-organization was 

key in organizing and analyzing the information.  

Since multiple cases were examined in this study, both single case and cross-

case analysis was conducted. The focus of the analysis was on the two central data 

points from each site: interviews and documents. These items were carefully reviewed 

to identify themes and elements that were both common across cases as well as 

specific to a particular case. Once salient elements, including obstacles and aids, were 

known they could be identified as either institution specific or applicable at a broader 

level.  As Miles and Huberman (1994) noted, it was also important to ―understand the 

local dynamics‖ before making assumptions that patterns and themes have common 

origins (p. 206). Honoring this caution helped to ensure that the appropriate data were 

analyzed and were analyzed appropriately. 

Even a study that only involves three sites can result in hundreds of pages of 

interview transcripts, field notes, and documents. Because, as Merriam (1998) notes, 

qualitative research is emergent, it was imperative to conduct analysis simultaneously 

with the data collection. ―Without ongoing analysis, the data can be unfocused, 

repetitious, and overwhelming in the sheer volume of material that needs to be 

processed‖ (p. 162). According to Bogdan and Biklen (1998), data analysis in 
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qualitative studies is ongoing and utilizes a constant comparative method, meaning 

that the data is being constantly compared with new data that comes in. 

Specific data analysis techniques for this study included reviewing documents 

initially to identify patterns and themes. Transcription of interviews took place 

immediately after each interview and were analyzed in order to identify common 

words or statements and to refine the themes.  

Strategies to Ensure Soundness 

When conducting qualitative studies it is important that the researcher be 

constantly aware of issues of bias and personal agendas.  The topic of the 

transferability of professional/technical programs from community college to 

university is one in which the researcher has professional interest and works with on a 

daily basis (see Appendix B). Because of this, it was important to be diligent about 

remaining as impartial as possible in the gathering and analysis of the data and to 

allow the voices of those being interviewed to emerge rather than trying to force the 

data to fit presupposed notions. While the researcher‘s background and experience 

helped to inform site and document selection as well as types and phrasing of 

questions, the experience of the participants and what they found to be true in their 

experience of the transfer of professional/technical coursework remained central to the 

analysis of the information. 

With the use of case studies, various techniques can be employed to ensure the 

soundness and quality of the data and its analysis. Because the topic of transferability 

is quite large, it was necessary to identify the boundaries of the study. These 

boundaries included identifying the specific systems or partnerships as well as the 

specific courses or programs to be reviewed. A preliminary review of documents 

involving policy decisions and processes was used to determine the courses and 

programs.  

Once the data was collected and analyzed, member checking was utilized to 

ensure that accurate interpretations had been made. Member checking included 

providing the study participants with a transcript of the interviews to ensure that their 
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―truths‖ have been accurately captured and reflected.  Additionally, because multiple 

sources of evidence were used, triangulation of the data from these various sources 

was accomplished. The triangulation of data helped to identify if there are common 

truths or understandings across the sites.   

Strategies to Protect Human Subjects 

When conducting research that includes human subjects, it is important to be 

conscientious in providing protection against physical, psychological, and professional 

harm. The researcher has successfully completed the Oregon State University‘s (OSU) 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) online tutorial for the protection of human subjects. 

Additionally, procedures in OSU‘s Handbook on Human Subjects were followed.  

IRB approval was obtained, prior to beginning the interviews that involved human 

subjects.  

For the purposes of this study, interview questions were presented for IRB 

approval. As the topic of transfer between community college and university, 

especially as it relates to professional/technical coursework, can be contentious, 

specific sites and individuals were not identified. Labels were applied to individuals 

based on the sector they are involved in: state, community college, or university. Sites 

were also labeled in a manner to provide anonymity. Research participants were given 

disclosure information regarding the nature and intended use of the data collected. 

They were informed in advance of the expected duration of the research process and 

were provided with a consent form. 

Summary of Chapter Three 

In Chapter Three, the description and rationale for the choice of philosophical 

approach in the proposed research were presented. Additionally, the method and 

procedures were outlined. And, as is appropriate in qualitative research, a personal 

disclosure statement was included (Appendix B). 

Chapter Three presented a brief history of interpretive social science and 

hermeneutics.  The function of intersubjectivity and its appropriateness for the 



64 

 

research topic were addressed.  The choice of interpretive social science for this study 

was purposeful. As a philosophical approach, interpretive social science allowed for 

an in-depth look at the subject at hand. Interpretive social science allowed for the 

voices of those directly involved with the topic to be heard.  

As a method for conducting interpretive research, case study provided an 

opportunity to engage various forms of data including documents and interviews. Case 

study also allowed for the inclusion and analysis of multiple sites. The procedures of 

identifying appropriate documents and conducting interviews provided data that was 

analyzed to identify salient elements in the successful transfer of coursework and 

allow for recommendations for policy or practice to facilitate transfer. 

While several studies have provided quantitative analysis of how 

professional/technical courses transfer, little research is available that gives voice to 

those who decide if a course is transferable. The design of this study provided a venue 

for hearing why and how decisions of transferability are made. 

 

 

  



65 

 

Chapter Four: Data Collection and Analysis 

 This chapter provides an outline of the data collection process as well as a 

summary of the data collected.  As noted previously, three states were included in this 

study. The data used for this study came primarily from interviews with those 

involved with the process of articulation or transfer of professional/technical 

coursework. Pertinent documents and webpage information from the state and 

institutional levels provided supplemental information.  

The interview participants hold positions at the state, community college, and 

university level. To protect anonymity of the sites and individual participants, 

pseudonyms are used. The scheme used for attaching the pseudonyms is presented 

later in this chapter.  A brief profile of each state will be presented. The profiles will 

provide enough information to show the differences or unique features of each state 

but will be generic enough to protect anonymity. Following the profiles, each case will 

be analyzed separately and with a comparison of responses from each of the three 

levels: state, community college, and university. After each individual case analysis, 

cross-case analysis of all three sites will be presented.  

 The data were analyzed based on the following main question and sub-

questions: 

What are the salient elements in existing models for the transfer of community college 

professional/technical coursework to related programs at a university? 

 What obstacles existed in attempting to develop these transfer agreements? 

 How were those obstacles overcome or resolved, or do they still exist? 

 What aided in the development of these transfer agreements? 

 What practices or policies at the community college, university, or state levels 

facilitated or hindered the transfer of professional/technical coursework? 

The sub-questions were designed to help answer the main question by approaching the 

topic in alternative ways. For example, an interviewee might not think of policies as a 

―salient element‖ or might not consider how obstacles and their resolution might 

provide pertinent information to this study.  The interview questions were designed 
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around the main and sub-research questions and are available in Appendices C and D. 

In the individual interviews, some follow-up or clarifying questions were asked 

depending upon the context. 

 The topic of transfer of coursework is quite large. Focusing on 

professional/technical coursework helped to narrow the scope of this study. Further 

narrowing of the scope was attempted by focusing on healthcare-related fields and 

information technology fields.  These two areas were chosen because of their high 

demand nationally. As can be seen in the interview questions in Appendices C and D, 

however, the inclusion of healthcare-related and information technology was 

secondary to the overall questions regarding professional/technical coursework and 

programs in general.  

Following this introduction is a summary of the research methods used as they 

relate to the soundness of the data and procedures.  After the introduction and 

summary, Chapter Four is organized into four main sections: case profiles; findings 

within each case; across-case analysis and; chapter summary.  

The first section provides a profile of each of the three states studied for this 

research.   Some of the information about the topic of transfer can be controversial 

within states. Because of this, it was important to provide anonymity for the 

interviewees. To do this, the states and individuals are not specifically identified. 

Pseudonyms are used for each interviewee. The pseudonyms will only identify 

whether the views presented are from the state, community college, or university 

perspective. The interviewees‘ names, positions, or institutions are not revealed. 

Documents and webpage information utilized in this study do not include references 

that could identify the specific states. Descriptors are used to help the reader 

understand differences among the cases. Those differences include size, location, and 

level of state control. Information about the differences among the cases makes the 

information more useful in terms of what may be possible in other states. For each 

case, a table is provided that includes a summary of this information.  
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The second section of this chapter organizes the findings from each case based 

on the research questions.  Within this section, the information from each case is 

presented separately.  The information for each case is presented for each research 

question first from the state level, then the community college level, and then the 

university level. Following the information for each case, a summary is provided. 

Graphic figures are utilized to help summarize the data.  

The third section presents across-case analysis of all three sites, taking into 

account case differences that may impact how transfer is viewed or acted upon. The 

fourth section summarizes all of the findings and provides preparation for the 

discussion of the findings in Chapter Five. 

Evidence of Soundness in Data, Analysis, and Interpretation 

Before presenting the profiles of the cases, a synopsis of the techniques used 

for data gathering, analysis, and interpretation is presented. This information speaks to 

the soundness of the data as well as to the limitations of doctoral research.   

As noted in Chapter Three, the researcher has professional interest in and 

works on a daily basis with the transfer of credit from community college to 

university. During the entire process, it was important for the researcher to remain as 

neutral as possible. To address concern regarding researcher bias, Appendix B 

contains a personal disclosure statement which highlights the researcher‘s personal 

and professional background, personal philosophies, and awareness of potential for 

bias. 

Before beginning data collection, the method and procedures were identified. 

This helped to put limits around the study and identify the specific parameters of the 

study. In case study research, there are several techniques that can be employed to 

ensure soundness in the data collected and its analysis. Putting boundaries on the cases 

is one such technique. Because the topic of transferability is quite large, putting 

boundaries on the cases allowed for the researcher to focus on a few pre-identified 

cases. Additionally, boundaries were necessary as the limits of doctoral research do 

not allow for a large study.  Those limits include cost, time, and professional access to 
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individuals and documents.  As noted in Chapter Three, the cases were identified 

based on their work in the area of transferability of professional/technical coursework.  

The cases included three sites. Within those three sites, three levels of participation 

were included: state, community college, and university.  

Once boundaries were established for the cases, it was imperative to utilize 

recognized techniques in order to find the ―truth‖ in the study. According to Neuman 

(2003), ―A theory is true if it makes sense to those being studied‖ (p. 79).  To find the 

truth in this study, member checking was utilized. Member checking was 

accomplished by e-mailing a transcript of the interview to each interviewee so that 

they could review the transcript and provide edits or additional information as they 

saw necessary.  When the transcript was sent, the researcher also included clarifying 

questions in the e-mail. Most interviewees responded to the questions. Several 

interviewees sent edits of the transcript using Track Changes in the Word document. 

One interviewee requested a second phone conversation to clarify information. This 

second conversation was not tape recorded or transcribed. However, notes were taken 

during this follow-up conversation.   

In addition to member checking, triangulation was utilized to help ensure the 

soundness of the data. Triangulation allowed for a comparison of information from 

multiple data points including comparison of the various interviewee responses, 

documents and websites that were available, and previous studies on the topic. The 

documents and websites utilized included information such as research results, 

institutional and statewide data, and other reporting information.  The information 

from the documents and websites was useful in confirming or questioning the 

responses from the interviewees. However, as noted previously, the focus of this study 

was on the interviews. The documents and websites were accessed to confirm or 

provide supplemental information. 

As interviews and document review progressed, it was important to have a 

means of organizing the information. Works by Miles and Huberman (1994, 2002) in 

the area of qualitative data analysis were useful in providing sample structures and 
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formats for organizing the data. At the end of each case review, summaries of the 

information are provided.  These summaries offer an overview of the information from 

each case, highlighting the salient elements for each case and sector. 

Profiles of Cases 

Three states were identified to review for this research. The states were chosen 

because of work in those states in the area of transfer of professional/technical 

coursework or programs. Additionally, the states were chosen because of the variety 

they provided in terms of size, reporting and organizational structures, and 

geographical locations. For the purpose of protecting anonymity of the interviewees, 

however, information about geographical location will be limited. State-specific 

information, such as legislation, will be referred to in generic terms. By choosing 

states with differing structures and levels of state control, it was hoped that the 

information gathered would be useful to a broad range of states, systems, and 

institutions.   

This study provides a within-case analysis as well as across-case analysis. 

Within-case analysis compares responses to the interview questions across the levels. 

Across-case analysis compares responses among the three states as well as the levels 

involved. 

Within each state, interviews of participants from three sectors are included: 

state, community college, and university.  By including these three sectors, a broader 

view of the process, obstacles, and facilitating factors was possible.  The individuals 

and their positions within each sector are not identified in order to protect anonymity. 

Pertinent supplemental documents and web page information are also presented. These 

documents and web pages are intentionally referred to in generic terms.  

To protect anonymity, each state, level, and individual interviewed are 

identified by alpha-numeric pseudonyms. States were identified as cases and given a 

numerical designation: Case #1, Case #2, or Case #3. Levels were given an alpha 

designation based on the level: 
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S = State level 

C = Community college level 

U = University level 

Individuals were given a numeric designation within their level based on the order in 

which they were interviewed. For example, an interviewee from Case #2 who was the 

first interviewee at the community college level would be identified as 2C1. The order 

of the interviews is not relevant as it was based solely on the availability of the 

interviewee and the researcher and not on any other factor. 

 At the university level, each state had universities which are primarily 

recognized as research universities as well as universities that are traditional public 

universities. The interviews conducted for this research were centered on the 

traditional public universities as they typically accept more transfer students and 

typically have more articulation agreements regarding professional/technical 

coursework than the research-focused universities. 

 Pertinent documents which provided supplemental information were also 

reviewed. In order to protect anonymity, these documents are referred to in vague 

terms. Legislation and reports are given a similar coding scheme as used for the 

interviewees. For example, the first piece legislation mentioned in Case #3 will be 

identified as Bill #3-1. The second piece of legislation will be identified as Bill #3-2.  

The years that legislation and other documents were developed are also kept vague as 

specific dates could make it possible to identify the document and the state. For 

example, a report that was published in 2008 would be identified as being published in 

the late 2000s.  

The institutions reviewed are all regionally accredited, public institutions. In 

order to maintain the anonymity of the sites, the methods of describing each state, 

institution, and individual involved as well as documents utilized needed to be generic 

enough to avoid recognition while descriptive enough to show the relevance of the 

sites.  
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One descriptor provided here is the percentage of each state‘s population 

served by its community colleges. Figure 7 shows the nationwide low as 1.8% and the 

nationwide high as 8.5%. Case #1, #2, and #3 are located on that continuum.  Their 

location on the continuum also corresponds with the relative number of community 

colleges in each of the three states.  For the purposes of this study, the percentages of 

population served by the community colleges were grouped as follows:  

 

Small   = 1.8% to 3.9% 

Medium  = 4.0%-6.9% 

Large   = 7.0%-8.5% 

 

 

Figure 7. Size continuum for states reviewed. Source of data: 

http://www.aacc.nche.edu/AboutCC/Pages/default.aspx  Community College Finder, 
retrieved: May 30, 2009. 

 

 In addition to size, the three states also represent different geographical areas.  

In order to protect anonymity, however, relative geographic locations are not 

identified in this study. The geographical locations were not pertinent to this study 

other than to provide a broad range of viewpoints. 

A total of 20 interviews were utilized for this study: five interviews from Case 

#1; seven interviews from Case #2; and eight interviews from Case #3. The 

interviewees included administrators, faculty, and articulation officers. The term 

―articulation officer‖ is used here generically to identify those whose position is to 

work with the development and implementation of articulation agreements between 

1.8 = 
Smallest

Case 1

4.1 = 
mean 

average

Case 2 Case 3

8.5 = 
Largest

http://www.aacc.nche.edu/AboutCC/Pages/default.aspx
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institutions. At some institutions, articulation officers also have other faculty or 

counseling responsibilities, at other institutions being an articulation officer is a full-

time job and includes hands-on processing of agreements. Of the 20 interviewees, four 

were in the role of articulation officer only; four had a joint role of articulation officer 

as well as having other faculty responsibilities; two had worked in administrative roles 

only; 10 had both administrative and faculty experience. Because of the limitations of 

doctoral study, this is not an exhaustive or comprehensive study.  Participation of 

interviewees was based on convenience sampling and the availability of individual 

participants. As an example, on more than one occasion, a willing prospective 

interviewee had to decline being interviewed because of personal illness or a family 

emergency. However, the overall combination of roles and experiences of the final 

interviewees provided for a broad range of views that helped to inform this study from 

a variety of perspectives. 

Case # 1 Profile 

On the size continuum presented in Figure 7, Case #1 is a small-sized state. 

The community colleges in Case #1 serve the smallest percentage of population 

compared to the other two states in this study. Additionally, in comparison to the other 

two states, Case #1 has the fewest number of community and technical colleges. 

However, including branch campuses of the public four-year institutions, Case #1 has 

more overall public institutions of higher education than Case #2 as well as almost 

twice its population.  However, Case #1 is ranked as a small to medium sized state in 

the study based on the percentage of population served by its community colleges. 

Case #1 has strong state-level control of transfer activities.  This is evidenced 

by a state-level governing board that oversees the four-year institutions as well as the 

community colleges, even though the four-year institutions are also coordinated 

through a university system. This state-level governing board is actively involved in 

the development and implementation of agreements in the K-16 system and in 

implementing legislation related to all sectors of education.  Although there is strong 

state-level involvement in the transfer process, only one interview was conducted at 
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the state level. At the time that the interviews were being arranged and conducted, 

Case #1 was experiencing many layoffs of personnel at the state level, including 

individuals involved in the transfer process.  

The state legislative bodies are heavily involved with all levels of education in 

Case #1.  This is evidenced by legislation that has focused on education. More 

information about legislative and other documents as well as web information is 

provided in the documents section for Case #1. 

Case #2 Profile 

Although the total population of Case #2 is smaller than Case #1, its 

community colleges serve a larger percentage of the population, and so it is identified 

here as a medium sized state in terms of the continuum presented in Figure 7. At the 

community college level, colleges are designated as either community or technical 

colleges, each with distinct missions. However, recent activity is showing some 

blurring of those lines. Colleges designated as technical colleges are changing from a 

clock-hour system to a credit hour system, which would make transfer of credits more 

of a possibility. Also, some technical colleges are beginning to offer degrees that 

include transferrable coursework.   

Case #2 has strong state-level involvement but much local autonomy. While 

there is an overarching state-wide entity that coordinates higher education in Case #2, 

the role of that entity is more to implement and inform policy than to initiate it. 

Additionally, there is another organizational body that focuses solely on the 

community and technical colleges in the state.  There is not a direct reporting line 

between the two state-wide entities; however, they work closely together. 

State legislation in Case #2, updated in the mid 2000s, directed the 

coordinating agencies to adopt policies that ―create a statewide system of articulation 

and alignment between two and four-year institutions‖ including but not limited to 

―applicability of technical courses toward baccalaureate degrees.‖ (Bill #2-1). This 

legislation was a reflection of findings in the early 2000s that ―more than forty percent 



74 

 

of students graduating with a baccalaureate degree had transferred from a community 

or technical college.  

Case #3 Profile 

Case #3 represents what is identified in this research as a large system of 

higher education in terms of its location on the continuum in Figure 7.  This 

designation as a large system is based on the percentage of population served by the 

community colleges in the state. The universities and community colleges in Case #3 

are governed less by the state than by their individual systems that include the state 

universities, the research universities, and the community colleges. Even within those 

systems, the institutions operate quite independently with some regional connectivity.   

In Case #3, one person was interviewed at the university level. Like many 

states, Case #3 is experiencing significant budget difficulties which have included 

layoffs of personnel. In attempting to identify additional interviewees at the university 

level, requests for interviews were consistently turned down. The following excerpt 

from an e-mail correspondence summarizes the responses received: 

My understanding is that you have already collected this information when you 

interviewed [name removed to protect anonymity] in April.  [He/She] is one of 

the best resources in the [system] regarding articulation.  With limited 

resources, cutbacks and furloughs it would be hard to justify duplication of 

effort, time and resources.  

While only one person was interviewed at the university level, some interviewees 

from other levels had previous university experience. Their experience across sectors 

helped to inform this study as they were able to represent multiple viewpoints. 

With regard to transfer between the community college and the state 

universities, individual courses do transfer. However, entire programs are not designed 

to transfer.  Attempts have been made to legislate statewide agreements for program 

transfer. These attempts, however, have been problematic. In some instances, the 

legislation overrode existing articulation agreements, causing transfer problems for 

students. 
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Summary of Case Profiles 

 The three states utilized in this study are identified as Case #1, Case #2, and 

Case #3.  The three cases represent different models of higher education structure, 

different state sizes, and various geographic locations.  As described in Chapter Three, 

the three cases chosen met criteria established for this study including the existence of 

state-level governing boards that bridge the two- and four-year systems and evidence 

of work in the area of transfer of professional/technical coursework. 

By studying various models, it is hoped that the information derived from them 

will be more useful to a broader audience and provide valuable insights. Figure 8 

provides a brief summary of the cases, indicating their relative size and state-level 

involvement in decisions regarding transferability of coursework and development of 

articulation agreements. That the number of interviewees for each case was somewhat 

relative in size to the cases themselves was incidental to the availability of participants 

as previously noted in the profiles.  

 State involvement/ 

independence 

Size* # of interviewees 

Case #1 Tight state control 

over course transfer. 

 

Small system 5 

Case #2 Some state control 

over course transfer 

with much local 

control. 

 

Medium system 

 

7 

Case #3 System rules 

governing transfer, 

but much local 

control.  

 

Large system 

  

8 

 

Figure 8. Overview of State Profiles.   

*Based on percentage of population served by community colleges. See Figure 7 for 

size continuum. 
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Findings in Response to Research Questions 

This section will present the findings from each of the three cases as they relate 

to the main research question and four sub-questions. Conducting research in the 

interpretive framework is a process of discovery. The approved interview questions 

were used for each interview. During the interview process, responses sometimes led 

to follow up or clarifying questions, the answers to which provided additional and 

deeper information that informed this study.   

While the main research question is a stand-alone question, the sub-questions 

support and inform it.  In the final analysis, the responses, as well as information 

gleaned from documents and websites, will be aggregated to respond to the main 

question: What are the salient elements in existing models for the transfer of 

community college professional/technical coursework to related programs at a 

university?    

For each of the research questions, findings from interviews conducted at the 

state, community college, and university levels are presented. Following the 

information gleaned from the interviews, information from documents and websites 

are presented for each case. Each case review will end with a within-case analysis. 

Following the presentation of information about Case #3, across-case analysis will be 

presented.  Figure 9 shows the outline structure for the presentation of the information.   
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Case #_: 

Introduction  

Main Research Question responses: 

  State level  

  Community College level 

  University level 

  Summary 

             Sub-Questions 1 & 2 responses: 

  State level  

  Community College level 

  University level 

  Summary 

 Sub-Question 3 responses: 

State level  

  Community College Level 

  University Level 

  Summary  

 Sub-Question 4 responses: 

State Level  

  Community College Level 

  University Level 

  Summary 

 Document and Website Review 

Within-Case Analysis 

(Repeat process for each case) 

 

Across-Case Analysis of the Three Cases 

 

Figure 9. Outline for presentation of information. 

Case #1 

 This section presents findings from documents and interviews conducted in 

Case #1, comparing responses across sectors. The responses to the interviews will be 

presented first in the order of state, community college, and then university. 

Information from the document review will be provided at the end of the section for 

Case #1.  The document section will be followed by an overall summary for Case #1. 

Five interviews were conducted in Case #1:  one at the state level; two at the 

community college level and; two at the university level. As noted earlier in this 
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chapter, only one interview was conducted at the state level in Case #1as budget issues 

at the time this research was being conducted necessitated layoffs, thus reducing the 

number of individuals available for interviews.  

 The information is organized by the main research question and the four sub-

questions.  Sub-questions one and two are presented together as they both refer to 

obstacles encountered in the development of articulation agreements and any 

subsequent resolution to those obstacles. At the end of the presentation of information 

for Case #1, there will be an overall summary and within-case analysis. 

The main question guiding this research was: What are the salient elements in 

existing models for the transfer of community college professional/technical 

coursework to related programs at a university? Four sub-questions focused on details 

relating to the main question. As noted before, during the interviews other topics 

would arise that were also pursued. Those topics will be presented when relevant to 

this study.  The main research question sought to identify salient elements in the 

transfer of professional/technical coursework.  

At the state level in Case #1, one of the salient elements identified by the 

interviewee, identified as 1S1, in the transfer of professional/technical coursework was 

faculty. The interviewee emphasized the involvement of faculty as an important factor 

in the transfer of coursework between institutions. The interviewee at the state level 

noted that articulation of courses and programs among institutions is ―all faculty-to-

faculty.‖ 

 Additionally, interviewee 1S1 noted that consensus on learning outcomes was 

an important element. This consensus resulted from faculty at both the community 

college and university levels coming together to identify needed outcomes for courses. 

Along with learning outcomes, ―appropriate rigor‖ and appropriate level of ―textbook‖ 

were identified as important.  The review of outcomes, rigor, and textbooks comes 

from faculty panels that include members from both community colleges and 

universities. In their review, these panels are ―thinking about their discipline and 

maintaining the integrity of the pathway. So, if things are disapproved, we are asking 
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that a program bring their standards up to meet the level of everyone else‘s, 

generally.‖  

Another element identified by interviewee 1S1 was third-party credentials or 

outside accrediting agencies. Some programs, especially those in the 

professional/technical areas, have industry standards that are identified and monitored 

through entities outside of the colleges and universities. Health care fields and 

information technology fields are prime examples of those areas. In Case #1, there is a 

commission that focuses on the accreditation of allied health programs.  In the 

Information Technology fields, industry-certifications through Microsoft, CompTIA, 

and Cisco are required as an end of program assessment. 

At the community college level, learning outcomes were also indicated as an 

important element by interviewee 1C1, the first interviewee from the community 

college sector in Case #1. Linked to learning outcomes, rigor of the coursework was 

identified as an important component by interviewee 1C2.  In addition to learning 

outcomes, interviewee 1C1 identified the use of technology as an important aspect of 

successful models of transferring professional/technical coursework. Technology has 

helped to speed up timelines by eliminating or at least reducing the need for faculty to 

meet in person. Course curriculum can be sent via e-mail or through curriculum 

management tools to be reviewed by faculty at each level.  1C1 also identified 

professional relationships as being helpful in the transfer of coursework as those 

relationships facilitate communication regarding changing needs of industry, 

especially in the healthcare and information technology fields. 

At the university level, the participation of faculty was also highlighted by the 

interviewees as an important element.  Interviewee 1U1 emphasized that the 

participation of a strategic cross-section of faculty from across the higher education 

spectrum were key in the development of agreements for the transfer of coursework. 

This cross-section of faculty participated in faculty panels in order to identify learning 

outcomes for each course.  In identifying the major difference between a 

professional/technical course that would transfer and one that would not, 1U1 noted 
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that the level of textbook and the level of rigor are vital considerations.  In identifying 

what was meant by rigor, 1U1 added that ―faculty documented some concepts and 

level of analysis that needed to take place.‖ 

Sub-questions one and two.   

The first two sub-questions asked what obstacles existed to the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework and whether those obstacles had been resolved or 

still exist. At the state level, several obstacles were identified that referred to how 

institutions and systems are structured. Interviewee 1S1 referred to a lack of 

consistency by the receiving universities in the transcription of course credit and how 

course credit is assigned. Additionally, lack of resources was emphasized.  As to 

whether the obstacles have been overcome, 1S1 noted that they are ―still working 

through some of the cultural differences of participants‖ relating to different levels of 

the educational system.  1S1 also identified ―getting somebody to act on something in 

a timely manner‖ as well as lack of funding as obstacles. 

At the community college level, several obstacles were identified by both 

interviewees, including: lack of funding; an emphasis on getting students graduated 

rather than helping them transfer; competition for students; faculty egos; and notions 

of quality at the community college versus the university. With regard to helping 

students transfer, interviewee 1C1 noted that state policies that focus on transfer have 

helped institutions focus on transfer issues. Additionally, programs that brought 

faculty together have helped to dispel concerns about the quality of instruction at the 

various levels and have reduced issues related to faculty egos. 

Regarding Information Technology, interviewee 1C2 identified one barrier to 

transfer as the many channels that exist in that field: 

It‘s such a big area, how do you design a two-year program that fits into what 

they‘re doing at the four-year level? Is it web design? Is it IT? Is it network 

security? Is it basic Cisco? Is it programming? 

 

As an attempt at overcoming that obstacle, 1C2 noted that they are working with their 

partner universities ―to establish a base – what is common to all IT degrees that we 

can design.‖ 
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Obstacles noted at the university level also included faculty egos as well as 

some structural concerns. Interviewee 1U1 stated that the non-transfer of D grades in 

non-major coursework was an obstacle. Interviewee 1U1 explained that a student 

could receive good grades in everything else, but could get a D in a general education 

course and not be allowed to graduate.  This obstacle has recently been removed as D 

grades in non-major courses are now allowed to transfer.  Both university-level 

interviewees stated that the issue of faculty egos has been reduced through faculty 

from the universities and community colleges getting together to discuss their courses 

and requirements. 

Sub-question three. 

The third sub-question asked what aided in the development of transfer 

agreements.  At the state level, interviewee 1S1 emphasized faculty involvement: 

―They are the ones who have established the standards.‖  Additionally, 1S1 noted that 

the involvement of accrediting agencies was helpful: ―when we have the accrediting 

bodies, or representatives from the accrediting bodies involved . . . it makes is so much 

easier to actually understand . . . what the context of that particular discipline is.‖   

 At the community college level, 1C2 also noted faculty participation as an 

important aid in the development of agreements.  1C2 stated that:  ―we always get 

faculty involved when we look at course-to-course equations and how things fit – at 

both levels. . . . It is very much a faculty conversation.‖  Additionally, 1C2 noted there 

is a state push to develop agreements.  1C1 added that the state level governing board 

pays attention to whether new programs are really needed or if they already exist 

elsewhere. By not allowing multiples of the same programs, transfer agreements can 

be formed to more efficiently utilize the resources at various institutions. This speaks 

to at least a desire to develop a spirit of cooperation rather than competition among the 

institutions.  

 At the university level, 1U1 stated that there was a built-in interest to articulate 

with partner schools due to efforts by the universities to increase enrollments. 

Additionally, 1U1 noted that support from the state level to serve students more 
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efficiently was an important aspect. Like other interviewees, 1U2 emphasized the 

involvement of faculty as a key aid in the development of transfer agreements. 

Sub-question four. 

The final sub-question asked what practices or policies at the community 

college, university, or state levels facilitated or hindered the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework. The interviewee at the state level noted that the 

development of state-wide agreements facilitated transfer by allowing students to be 

mobile.  Additionally, while statewide agreements provide for mobility, they do not 

necessarily trump local bilateral agreements between individual institutions, thus 

students can utilize the option that best fits their situation.  

At the community college level, 1C1 indicated that state-level policies have 

facilitated the development of agreements. Additionally, 1C1 noted that institutional 

curriculum approval guidelines have also helped. 1C2 stated that a ―policy of openness 

from the universities‖ also facilitated in that the institutions indicate up front what is 

acceptable or not.  Additionally, 1C2 added that statewide policies and agreements 

have helped to promote ―the concept of transfer‖.  Interviewee 1C2 also noted that for 

areas such as information technology and healthcare, there are time limitations on 

coursework which help to ensure that students have current knowledge. These types of 

policies ―hinder in a positive sense. They ensure rigor and quality.‖  When asked if 

articulation agreements existed, 1C2 noted that 

A lot of health career and information technology really build off of . . . state 

and national certifications. So, if you have certain ComptTIA or Cisco 

Networking, those kinds of certifications, then we assign a block of courses 

here that we would transfer in. Then the universities usually accept those as 

their base courses the same way.  

 

1C2 also noted that a hindrance is residency policies at various universities.  

At the university level, 1U1 also noted residency requirements as a hindrance. 

Residency requirements state that a student must complete a certain number or 

percentage of their final credits at the degree-granting institution. Interviewee 1U1 

explained that students may be taking courses simultaneously at both their transfer and 
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degree-granting institutions right up to graduation, which sometimes does not fulfill 

the residency requirement. The issue of residency requirements has yet to be resolved.  

Both 1U1 and 1U2 indicated that state level policies promoting transfer facilitated the 

process. These policies included reducing duplication of courses taken by students.  

The state indicated that it wouldn‘t ―pay for a student to take English at College A and 

a student to take essentially the same course at College B – it just doesn‘t make sense. 

It‘s not fair to the students [to make them re-take the same class].‖ 

Summary of case #1 interviews. 

Across Case #1, there was agreement that state-wide policies have facilitated 

the transfer of coursework. In general, interviewees noted that policies that mandate 

transfer of credits as helpful.  Additionally, there was agreement that the involvement 

of faculty was key to facilitating the transfer of coursework. With regard to the 

coursework itself, there was agreement that in order for a course to be transferrable 

between a community college and university, learning outcomes had to be agreed 

upon, and the course had to have the appropriate level of rigor as well as appropriate 

level of textbook. A summary of responses is provided in Figure 10. 
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Case #1 Main Question: Salient 

elements in transfer of 

courses/programs 

Sub-question 1& 2: Obstacles – 

resolutions (if any) 

Sub-question  3: 

Aids to developing 

agreements 

Sub-question 4: Policies and 

practices 

State level Learning outcomes 

 
Faculty involvement 

 

Level of textbook  

 

Appropriate rigor 

Lack of resources – still exists 

 
Lack of consistency in courses – 

faculty panels have helped to address 

this 

 

Faculty involvement 

 
Involvement of 

representatives from 

accrediting bodies 

Statewide agreements – 

provide ―the flexibility for 
people to move around‖ 

(1S1) 

 

―Statewide agreements do 

not necessarily trump 

bilateral agreements‖ (1S1) 

Community 
College 

level 

Learning outcomes 
 

Rigor of the coursework 

 

Writing skills 

 

Faculty involvement 

 

Technology to help 

facilitate the process 

 

Third party credentialing 

Lack of funding – still exists 
 

Faculty egos – getting faculty together 

helped 

 

CC‘s focused on getting students 

graduated, not helping them transfer - 

State policies focused on transfer have 

helped 

 

Universities feel threatened 

 

Multiple directions in IT can be 

confusing.  

State involvement to 
oversee process – helps to 

promote the concept of 

transfer 

 

Faculty involvement 

State policies 
 

University policies of 

openness 

 

University 

level 

Learning outcomes 

 

Level of textbook 

 

Level of rigor 

 

Faculty involvement 

Faculty egos – getting people together 

helped 

 

Faculty feel threatened 

 

State support and 

involvement 

 

Wanting to serve students 

more efficiently 

 

Reduce duplication 

Legislative mandates for 

cooperation in transfer 

process 

 

Varying residency 

requirements are 

problematic 

 

 

Figure 10.  Summary of Responses to Interview Questions in Case #1.
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Review of documents from case #1. 

In addition to the interviews conducted in Case #1, relevant documents and 

website information were reviewed that provided supplemental information about the 

history as well as current practice in the area of transferability of 

professional/technical coursework.   

As noted in the profile of Case #1, the significant legislation regarding transfer 

of credit came about in the early 2000s. However, concern for the transfer of credit 

among and between institutions of higher education in Case #1 has been evident in 

legislation since the late 1980s.  Legislation from the late 1980s called for institutions 

to facilitate transfer by: developing equivalent courses at the community, technical and 

four-year colleges and universities; establishing uniform procedures for the transfer of 

students and credits between and among these institutions; and developing consistent 

admissions policies for students holding specific associate‘s degrees.  

Additionally, as noted in the profile of Case #1, there is strong state-level 

involvement in the transfer process. Statewide legislation mandated that the public 

educational systems (including adult workforce centers, secondary career-technical 

education programs, community or technical colleges, and universities) work together 

to identify and articulate transfer paths for agreed upon technical courses.  A bill in the 

early 2000‘s (described in this study as Bill #1-1) provided the impetus for creating 

assurances for course transfer among the various public education entities. In the mid-

2000‘s, another bill (described in this study as Bill #1-2) expanded the previous bill to 

include a career and technical component.  

The various levels of education in Case #1, including community and technical 

colleges as well as universities, have been working together to implement the two 

bills. While Bill #1-2 focused on enabling “students to transfer „agreed upon‟ 

technical courses” the details of this process were included in Bill #1-1, thus it is the 

most pertinent house bill for this study.   Bill #1-1 stated that all state institutions 

must:  

. . . ensure that students can transfer from one state institution to another 

without unnecessary duplication of coursework or institutional barriers. In 
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complying with these policies and procedures a state institution is required to 

strengthen course content, if necessary, so that a particular course is 

transferable to another state institution. 

 

Interviewee 1C1 did note, however, that changes in some curriculum areas would need 

to be done with caution. Areas such as Allied Health also have to meet standards for 

their accrediting agencies. 

Bill #1-2 built upon the directive in Bill #1-1 by specifically adding technical 

courses to the legislation.  Bill #1-2 stated that increasing efficiencies in the 

educational system will help students to achieve three goals:  

 Take equivalent technical courses anywhere within the public educational 

system, including universities; 

 Transfer the technical credits without unnecessary duplication or institutional 

barriers; and 

 Attain their highest educational aspirations in the most efficient and effective 

manner as a result of clear and consistent standards for courses and the ability 

to transfer equivalent technical credits to a degree. 

 

Although it has been a few years since those bills were enacted, there are those 

in Case #1 who continue to actively research, identify, and put in place legislation and 

processes that support coordinated efforts of the higher education system. These 

efforts are also linked to the economic growth of the state and thus commonly involve 

stakeholders from multiple areas. A skills bank that links industry demand to 

workforce supply is part of the current strategic plan for education.  The skills bank 

will help to identify and address critical shortages in occupational areas.  Areas with 

the highest project increases over the next 10 years include Computer and 

Mathematical Occupations, Healthcare Practitioner and Technician Occupations, and 

Healthcare Support Occupations. 

Additionally, in the late 2000s a survey was conducted regarding agreement on 

learning outcomes for Information Technology from the various sectors of higher 

education in Case #1.  There were 42 respondents to the survey comprised of 18 from 
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career-technical institutions, 17 from two-year colleges, and seven from four-year 

institutions. The conclusion of the survey noted that ―the learning outcomes as drafted 

were accepted as equivalent course content.‖ Additionally, as noted by the 

interviewees, the survey reported that ―external, third-party assessments were 

generally supported.‖   

 In late 2000, a strategic plan for higher education that extends into the late 

2010s was developed. This 100-plus page strategic plan includes many areas of 

interest including linkages to the K-12 system, marketing of higher education, 

finances, and more. This plan also discusses the needs of local businesses and the 

global economy, recognizing the need for both hard (technical) skills and soft 

(communication, etc.) skills: ―Success in the global economy, however, requires more 

than technical skills. It will take communication skills, creativity and innovation, an 

understanding of global cultures and history, and much more‖ (Strategic Plan 1-1). 

 Interviewees from Case #1 all noted that faculty are key in the development of 

transfer agreements. A recent publication regarding credit transfer in Case #1 concurs, 

stating that ―it is impossible to overstate the role of faculty in a credit transfer system‖ 

(Article 1-1). 

Within-case analysis of case #1. 

 The four sub-questions all helped to answer the main question of identifying 

salient elements in the transfer of professional/technical coursework.  This summary, 

therefore, will combine information gleaned from the interviews and the documents to 

answer the main question and to fulfill the purpose of this study, to identify promising 

practices for the transferability of professional/technical coursework taken at a 

community college to related programs at universities.  

The topic of transfer of professional/technical coursework is quite large.  

Attempts were made to focus in on the areas of healthcare-related and information 

technology. In Case #1, when asked if processes for determining transferability for 

healthcare-related or information technology courses or programs, only one of the five 

interviewees mentioned any differences. Interviewee 1C2 noted that attention needs to 
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be paid to state and national certifications and industry standards, which can provide 

more information for institutions when determining acceptability of the courses or 

programs. 

 As can be seen in Figure 11, responses to the sub-questions are related to the 

main question. By approaching the main question in various ways in the interviews, it 

allowed for information to be revealed in multiple ways. For example, asking about 

what obstacles have existed and how they were overcome helped interviewees to 

address the question in a different, yet related, way.  The terminology, words, and 

phrases used by the interviewees and identified in the documents were reviewed to 

find common themes.   

The interviews and the documents all provided consistent information with 

regard to the salient elements in transferring professional/technical coursework.  In 

Case #1, the common themes that emerged were: faculty, coursework, state 

involvement, external involvement, and use of technology.  Those themes are listed in 

Figure 11with the corresponding salient elements for each theme.    
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Theme Corresponding salient elements in transfer of 

professional/Technical coursework 

Faculty Getting faculty from both sectors together 

    *Mutual respect across sectors 

    *Dispel myths about community college vs. university 

level  

      instruction 

Coursework Rigor 

Consistency 

Learning outcomes 

Level of textbook 

State Involvement Funding 

Guidelines 

Support 

Statewide agreements and policies (legislative mandates) 

External Involvement Involvement of accrediting and other external bodies 

helps ensure that external/workforce needs are being 

considered 

Technology Makes for easier and faster access to course information 

 

Figure 11. Themes and salient elements from Case #1. 

   

Case #2 

 This section presents findings from documents and interviews conducted in 

Case #2, comparing responses across sectors. The responses to the interviews will be 

presented first, with the information from the document review provided at the end of 

this section.  

In Case #2, seven interviews were conducted: two at the state level, two at the 

community college level, and three at the university level.   The information is 

organized by the main research question and the four sub-questions.  Sub-questions 

one and two are presented together as they both refer to obstacles encountered in the 

development of articulation agreements and any subsequent resolution to those 

obstacles.  Following the presentation of information for each research question will 

be a summary. At the end of the presentation of information for Case #2 will be an 

overall summary and within-case analysis. 
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The main question guiding this research was: What are the salient elements in 

existing models for the transfer of community college professional/technical 

coursework to related programs at a university? Four sub-questions focused on details 

relating to the main question. As noted before, during the interviews other topics 

would arise that were also pursued. Those topics will be presented when relevant to 

this study.  

 The main research question sought to identify salient elements in the transfer 

of professional/technical coursework. At the state level, both interviewees emphasized 

that getting faculty together from the various sectors was an important element.  

Interviewee 2S1 stated that the facilitation of transfer has been helped by 

the relationships between faculty at four-year colleges and universities and the 

faculty at our community and technical colleges . . . . They‘ve actually done a 

great job. . . . having the faculty talk to each other is awesome. I mean it 

changes life for students, when they [faculty] begin to talk to each other. And 

what happens I think is the silo of the sectors just begins to blur. 

 

Interviewee 2S1 added that, by getting faculty across sectors together, there was 

realization of how rigorous the coursework at the community college level is. 

Additionally, interviewee 2S1 noted that: 

the 100 and 200 level [classes] are as rigorous if not more rigorous at the two-

year colleges as they are at the four-year colleges. That just begins to shape a 

whole different conversation and whole different mindset . . . . It was amazing 

for me to sit in on some of these [meetings] and have the university faculty 

say, ‗My gosh, we don‘t require that much of our students.‘ It was really eye-

opening for them and certainly for me.  

 

Interviewee 2S2 supported the importance of bringing faculty together:  

Whenever we bring faculty together they kind of discover that all of the biases 

they had and all of the paranoia they had about whether the other guys were the 

same as them tend to go away. They figure out that these guys are doing the 

same thing that I am. And it‘s a really good thing and we don‘t have a venue to 

do enough of that. Some of these problems we have about how stuff transfers I 

don‘t think we would have if we had more teams that crossed sectors. 

 

In addition to getting faculty together, Interviewee 2S1 also indicated that 

courses needed to be grounded in theory, that there needed to be common learning 
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outcomes and appropriate level of textbooks: ―survey courses and courses that are 

broad-based, they have to have huge theory, more than practice . . . . it has to be 

grounded in theory.‖  Additionally, 2S1 noted that faculty qualifications were 

important -- courses at the community or technical college have to be ―taught by a 

master‘s level person in the discipline.‖ That the faculty at the community college 

have similar credentials to those teaching at the university lends credence to the 

transfer coursework.  

 Interviewees at the community college level also emphasized the need for 

faculty connections. However, 2C1 stated that ―it doesn‘t seem that this happens a lot 

– it‘s more coincidental to faculty who know each other.‖  Interviewee 2C2 focused on 

connecting at appropriate levels first:  

I try to work with my colleagues at my level, whoever that is. If I can get them 

to work with their people, then you can break down some barriers . . . If you 

can, find somebody inside who is an advocate who can work for you, who can 

see the best interest of the [students] . . . a win-win for both parties. 

 

The need for faculty to get together in order to dispel myths and biases was also 

evidenced by Interviewee 2C2: 

The question [is] whether there is the same level of rigor and/or quality, to be 

very frank. But by and large those students who graduate from our program 

move onto their programs. If you look at the data, the data also shows that our 

students have higher GPAs than those incoming freshmen. When our students 

transfer to universities, their grade point averages are typically much higher. 

So those biases at the personal level and at the institutional level - that is very 

difficult to change. 

 

Rigor was also emphasized by both community college interviewees. ―We‘ve 

got to make sure that our program is taught to the level of standards and hold to those 

rigorous review processes that the industry has defined‖ (2C2). Interviewee 2C1 

emphasized that that the universities accepting transfer coursework sometimes 

question the rigor: 

They look at us as inferior at times. They question the rigor. Are the students 

coming in prepared to do the rigor and what‘s expected? And I think there is 

some question on their part of whether that‘s the case. Part of what we need to 

do is to help educate and help them [the university faculty] see where they are 
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similar, or to be aware if they really aren‘t. And to help our students know 

what they need to do to get ready for something. 

 

 At the university level, the three interviewees focused on the need for a 

corresponding course at the university or some sort of alignment. Interviewee 2U1 

stated that ―the first thing we do is to take a look at how does this really align with our 

curriculum.‖ Additionally, 2U1 noted that the percentage of general education 

curriculum included in a program was a consideration in articulating a program to the 

university. Interviewee 2U2 noted that ―the first question is does it match a subject 

area that is considered generally transferrable [under state guidelines]‖ and added that 

courses or programs transferring need ―to have a close connection with our 

curriculum.‖  

Interviewees 2U1 and 2U2 work at the same institution. They both indicated 

that determining if a course is transferrable is not entirely the purview of the faculty. 

Administrative staff in the admissions and transfer areas are also involved in 

determining transferability of coursework.  Interviewee 2U2 commented that 

relationships between faculty across sectors ―helps to get the ball rolling, it helps to 

build enthusiasm‖ but ―having clear consistent rules and guidelines for the process‖ 

help facilitate the process of transfer. Faculty are consulted as needed when guidelines 

are not adequate or do not yet exist for new courses. 

Interviewee 2U3, though from a different institution than 2U1 and 2U2, also 

stated that ―the first thing they would look at would be trying to find an equivalent 

course at our university, then to send it to that department for review.‖  Initial course 

evaluation may be conducted by a non-faculty member. However, complex or unusual 

courses require faculty involvement. 

Sub-questions one and two.    

The first two sub-questions focus on obstacles that existed in the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework and whether those obstacles had been resolved or 

still exist.  At the state level in Case #2, 2S1 emphasized that a lack of understanding 

of professional/technical coursework and education was an obstacle. However, 2S1 
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observed that there are an increasing number of ―vice presidents [who] come with a 

work force background rather than a traditional academic transfer [background].‖ 

Having administrators with a work force background helps to promote understanding 

of professional/technical education. Another obstacle noted by 2S1 was the influence 

of the larger universities in the state in not accepting professional/technical 

coursework or programs. Because of their size, they ―are often the informal leader .‖ 

Additionally, ―faculty holding tight to their curriculum and what kind of preparation is 

needed for their individual program can get in the way.‖ This obstacle is being 

reduced by people at the various institutions getting to know each other – and ―being 

able to call and discuss a situation.‖  2S2 observed that another obstacle occurs when 

faculty and institutions don‘t know what other programs are available at other 

institutions: ―they get blinders on and don‘t know what other programs are out there.‖ 

This situation is in the process of being eased by the development of a statewide 

database that will have detailed information on programs offered throughout the state. 

The negative ways in which professional/technical education is viewed were 

also noted by 2C2: ―I would say the obstacles are the view of people about technical 

education.‖  The interviewees at the community college level noted some other 

obstacles. One obstacle noted by 2C2 is that the community colleges ―need to 

maintain industry standards and so may not be able to tweak their program to suit an 

articulation agreement with a university.‖ This issue speaks to the mission of 

community and technical colleges and their priorities. Additionally, 2C2 noted that 

―the universities don‘t need transfer students as they already have high demand for 

their programs, so there is reluctance to do agreements.‖ No resolution was proffered 

for this obstacle. 2C1 believed that obstacles still exist because there isn‘t a ―natural 

pathway for further education‖ in the technical fields.  2C1 also indentified a need for 

consistent standards across the community college, technical colleges, and universities 

regarding basic requirements such as math and English. 2C1 noted that this situation is 

being helped by the use of common course numbering across the state.  Also, 2C1 

mentioned an applied science associate‘s degree that had initially been developed by 
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the state to include transferrable components. However, 2C1 noted that ―the state 

board back-pedaled‖ on the transferability of the degree and so its relative usefulness 

in transfer is unclear at this time.  

An obstacle noted at the university level by 2U1, was that students often 

change their majors or don‘t decide on a major until late in their academic career. 

Another obstacle 2U1 mentioned is ―if the student decides to transfer elsewhere‖ or 

―hadn‘t initially planned to transfer.‖  These situations are obstacles when agreements 

are between individual institutions rather than statewide and are not recognized at 

other institutions. However, 2U2 noted that an obstacle to the transfer of coursework 

can come about when there is too much state involvement and ―policy makers try and 

muck . . . up‖ processes that already work.  Interviewee 2U3 also noted that it is an 

obstacle if students are place bound and programs are only located in certain areas or 

have limited space, such as healthcare-related programs. 

Sub-question three. 

The third sub-question asked what aided in the development of transfer 

agreements.  There was agreement across all levels, state, community college, and 

university, that faculty involvement and relationships between faculty across 

institutional lines was important and helped in the development of transfer 

agreements. 

At the state level, 2S1 said that having state-wide groups that oversee transfer 

have facilitated. Additionally, 2S1 noted that having common course numbering has 

helped in that ―it‘s hard for them [the universities] to say they will accept it one place 

and not another.‖ 2S2 also noted that ―having statewide agreements also is really an 

essential part‖ as is ―getting people together across sectors and having them talk about 

program development.‖ 

Additionally at the community college level, 2C2 noted that the need for 

students ―to get higher [level] credentials‖ has helped the push for agreements that 

work. Also, having recognition by the state that a large percentage of students start at 

the community college has aided in the development of agreements as there is 
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recognition that students are transferring across sectors and need to be able to do so 

without losing credits. Interviewee 2C2 identified that ―common course numbering 

has made it easier for the students and easier to understand the whole transfer 

process‖. 2C2 also noted that connections between faculty and staff at the institutions 

helps in the development of agreements.   

At the university level, 2U2 noted that having clear, consistent guidelines for 

the process has also aided. 2U3 noted that having people on committees ―who are 

really student focused and student centered and are there for the good of the student‖ 

has been a great help.  

Sub-question four. 

The final sub-question asked what practices or policies at the community 

college, university, or state levels facilitated or hindered the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework.  As with sub-question three, there was agreement 

across the sectors that state level policies and agreements have facilitated the transfer 

of professional/technical coursework.  The interviewees at the state level identified 

statewide agreements and statewide groups as two things that facilitate. Of the two 

main statewide groups identified by participants in this research, one is focused on 

policy recommendation; the other assists with projects related to transfer and with the 

dissemination of information. Both groups include members from public and private 

universities as well as from community and technical colleges.   

 Interviewee 2S2 said that, with regard to facilitating transfer, ―I point to the 

statewide agreements. I think they have helped a lot. We have a high success rate . . . . 

It is a lot better information for students.‖ Additionally, 2S1 re-emphasized the 

importance of faculty communication as a practice that has facilitated transfer of 

coursework: ―The relationship between faculty at four-year colleges and universities 

and the faculty at our community and technical colleges. That‘s the way they‘ve done 

it. They‘ve actually done a great job.‖ With regard to policies or practices that have 

hindered the transfer of professional/technical coursework, 2S2 identified 
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circumstances when community colleges change their curriculum and don‘t notify the 

universities. This situation can add to distrust across the levels that may already exist.  

Interviewee 2C1 from the community college level agreed that state level 

policies have facilitated transfer, specifically pointing to legislation ―to allow technical 

colleges to offer transfer education.‖  Additionally, 2C1 identified the statewide 

governing board for community and technical colleges as a facilitating factor because 

it helps keep the work of the community and technical colleges ―on the minds of 

people.‖  A hindrance at the technical college level identified by 2C1 is the lack of 

staff to help students pursue transfer options:  

So, what has hindered locally is the fact that we don‘t have a defined role and 

position on our campus to really push that [transfer]. It‘s kind of everybody is 

tasked to be looking and I am the one who helps bring it about if we do have 

something. And that‘s on top of everybody‘s busy roles already.   

 

 According to 2U2, statewide guidelines help: ―I think having the statewide 

guidelines and process for just determining what transfers and what doesn‘t really 

helps simplify things. The system is more understandable to students. It doesn‘t seem 

as capricious as it could.‖ Interviewee 2U1 cautioned, however, that having too much 

state oversight can be problematic for institutions who want to maintain their distinct 

curriculum: ―Whenever the state begins talking about transfer, because most of the 

colleges have certain distribution requirements, it‘s harmful to us.‖ 2U1 indicated that 

state policies can be helpful as long as they don‘t interfere with individual institutional 

policies that facilitate transfer. 

Across Case #2, there was agreement that state-wide policies have facilitated 

the transfer of coursework, although too much state involvement can sometimes 

hinder work between individual institutions. Additionally, the state and community 

college interviewees emphasized the need to get faculty together across sectors. While 

the university interviewees did not emphasize faculty involvement, they did not 

exclude it. A summary of responses is provided in Figure 12. 
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Case #2 Main Question: Salient 

elements in transfer of 

courses/programs 

Sub-questions 1 and 2: Obstacles-

resolutions  (if any) 

Sub-question  3: Aids to 

developing agreements 

Sub-question 4: Policies and 

practices 

State level Faculty involvement 

 
Common Learning 

Outcomes 

Courses grounded in 

theory 

Faculty credentials (at 

least a Master‘s degree) 

 

Lack of understanding of 

professional/technical programs 
Help: Having administrators with a  

Workforce background 

Influence of large/research universities 

who don‘t want to accept 

professional/technical 

Faculty holding tight to their 
curriculum 

Help: Faculty getting to know each 

other 

Sectors not knowing what programs are 

available.  Help: Statewide database 

Faculty involvement State level policies and 

groups helped 
 

Hindrance: not 

communicating changes in 

curriculum to partners 

 

Community 

College 

level 

Faculty Connections 

Rigor of coursework 

Negative ways that prof/tech is viewed 

Need to maintain industry standards – 

may not be able to change program 

Universities don‘t need transfer 

students 

Need for consistent standards in math 

and English 

Faculty involvement 

 

Recognition by the state that 

a larger number of students 

start at the community 

college 

State level policies have 

facilitated 

University 

level 

Corresponding course at 

the university 

Percentage of general 

education (in programs) 

 

Students change their majors or don‘t 

decide on their major until late in their 

academic career. 

Faculty involvement 

 

Clear guidelines for the 

process of articulation and 

transfer 

State level policies have 

facilitated transfer 

 

Hindrance: too much 

oversight interferes with 

functioning of individual 

institutions 

 

Figure 12. Summary of responses to interview questions in Case #2. 
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Review of documents from case #2. 

In addition to the interviews conducted in Case #2, relevant documents were 

reviewed that provided information about the history as well as current practice in the 

area of transferability of professional/technical coursework.   

A report published in the mid-2000s by one of the state higher education 

boards noted that about 10 percent of students graduating with a technical associate‘s 

degree in Case #2 transferred on to a baccalaureate program. The report indicated that 

a transfer rate of 30 percent would better meet the needs of students and industry. 

Referencing a biannual survey of employers, the report also found that employers had 

difficulty finding job applicants who had both a baccalaureate degree and job-specific 

skills.  

The strategic master plan for Case #2, published in the late 2000s, recognized 

the needs of industry by noting that it was important to ―ensure that [educational] 

pathways stay current with expectations of industry.‖ Additionally, the strategic 

master plan recognized the need of higher level skills in technical areas: 

To enter many apprenticeship programs today, high school graduates need the 

same skill levels in reading, writing, math and science as they would to enter a 

four-year college program. (In fact, a higher level of reading skill may be 

required to read a car repair manual than some college textbooks.) 

 

As noted previously, Case #2 has some state control over transfer with much 

room for local control. The strategic master plan emphasized the need for 

collaboration at all levels in order for the higher education systems to produce 

graduates who possess the needed skills:  

This will require more collaboration between four year colleges and 

universities and the workforce preparation that occurs in the sub-baccalaureate 

workforce training system to create worker friendly career pathways among 

two-year and four-year degree programs. Collaboration needs to take place at 

the local, state, and regional levels.  
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Within-case analysis of case #2. 

The four sub-questions all helped to answer the main question of identifying 

salient elements in the transfer of professional/technical coursework.  This summary, 

therefore, will combine information gleaned from the documents and the interviews to 

answer the main question and to fulfill the purpose of this study, to identify promising 

practices for the transferability of professional/technical coursework taken at a 

community college to related programs at universities.  

The topic of transfer of professional/technical coursework is quite large.  

Attempts were made to focus in on the areas of healthcare-related and information 

technology. In Case #2, when asked if processes for determining transferability for 

healthcare-related or information technology courses or programs, only the two state-

level participants noted any differences regarding health-related programs. Those 

differences had to do with the attention those programs received due to work force 

shortages in those areas. 

 As can be seen in Figure 13, responses to the sub-questions related to the main 

question. By approaching the main question in various ways in the interviews, it 

allowed for information to be revealed in multiple ways. For example, asking about 

what obstacles have existed and how they were overcome helped interviewees to 

address the question in a different, yet related, way.  The terminology, words, and 

phrases used by the interviewees and identified in the documents were reviewed to 

find common themes. In Case #2, the common themes that emerged were: faculty, 

coursework, and state involvement.  Those themes are listed below with the 

corresponding salient elements for each theme.   
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Theme Corresponding Salient Elements 

Faculty Involvement in process 

Credentials (at least a Master‘s degree) 

Coursework Common learning outcomes 

Rigor 

Grounded in theory 

Appropriate level of textbook 

Percentage of general education 

Consistent standards for levels of math and English 

Maintain industry standards 

State Involvement Statewide groups 

Statewide agreements 

 

Figure 13. Themes and salient elements from Case #2. 

Case #3 

This section provides findings from documents and interviews conducted in 

Case #3 and compares across sectors. The responses to the interviews are presented 

first, with the information from the document review provided at the end of this 

section. 

 In Case #3, eight interviews were conducted: three at the state level; four at 

the community college level and one at the university level. As noted in the profile of 

Case #3, Case #3 is experiencing significant budget difficulties and time spent being 

interviewed was a factor.  That is why there is only one interviewee listed for the 

university level. However, two of the interviewees at the state level have experience 

teaching at the university level and were able to provide insights in that area. 

The information is organized by the main research question and the four sub-

questions.  Sub-questions one and two are presented together as they both refer to 

obstacles encountered in the development of articulation agreements and any 

subsequent resolution to those obstacles.  Following the presentation of information 

for each research question will be a summary. At the end of the presentation of 

information for Case #3, will be an overall summary and within-case analysis.  

The main question guiding this research was: What are the salient elements in 

existing models for the transfer of community college professional/technical 
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coursework to related programs at a university? Four sub-questions focused on details 

relating to the main question. As noted before, during the interviews other topics 

would arise that were also pursued. Those topics will be presented when relevant.  

The main research question sought to identify salient elements in the transfer 

of professional/technical coursework. At the state level, faculty involvement and the 

rigor of coursework were identified as salient elements by all three state-level 

interviewees.  Interviewee 3S1 stated that:  

It‘s entirely faculty driven. Even at the beginning of that triage, when it‘s staff 

reviewers, they are using a [guiding document] that was faculty written . . . 

And anything that gets sent to the faculty as a tie-breaker, we get faculty notes 

back on what they liked and didn‘t like about the course then those comments 

go in the following year‘s reviewer guide.  

 

Additionally, 3S1 noted that ―rigor, breadth, and depth‖ of coursework is key:  

They look for a built-in writing requirement. . . . They‘ll look for a number of 

assigned texts and the texts have to be college level textbooks . . . And they 

look for complexity in the thinking that goes into the course outline, that the 

students are getting more than one side of the story, that they‘re asked to think 

critically about what they hear and not just accept it at face value. And I think 

there‘s an expectation of workload, that there‘s going to be a lot of assigned 

work for the course to make it really college level and that goes into what they 

mean by rigor.  

 

 Interviewees 3S2 and 3S3 also had definitions of rigor. 3S2 noted that ―the 

type of outcomes expected, the type of skills a student would be expected to have or to 

acquire, the overall level of rigor, and looking at comparable courses elsewhere‖ are 

typical criteria used in determining transferability.  3S2 expanded on the definition of 

rigor and included ―the level of information that‘s covered and what the student is 

asked to do‖ (3S2). Interviewee 3S3 also added that ―the amount of reading . . . the 

expectation of critical thinking on the part of the student as well. This is not absorption 

of material. This is analysis of material.‖ (3S3) 

In the definition of rigor, the community college interviewees also included 

―being self-directed learners, a significant amount of outside work‖ (3C2).  
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Interviewees 3C3 and 3C4 both echoed that critical thinking as a key component of 

rigor. 

In addition to the rigor of coursework, interviewees at the community college 

level noted that statewide organizations helped to facilitate transfer by facilitating 

―communication among articulation officers‖ and ―communication between faculty‖ 

(3C1).   

 The interviewee at the university level included both rigor and faculty 

involvement as salient elements in the transfer of coursework.  3U1 noted that student 

learning outcomes and the assessment of those outcomes, as well as the level of 

textbook are vital to the definition of rigor. Additionally, 3U1 noted that the 

articulation of courses, especially major-specific coursework, is always faculty driven. 

While Articulation Officers may be identified as the contacts for articulation, they are 

acting as designees of the faculty.  

Sub-questions one and two.   

The first two sub-questions focus on obstacles that existed in the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework and whether those obstacles had been resolved or 

still exist.  At the state level in Case #3, budgetary constraints were identified by 3S3 

as an obstacle that continues to exist:   

Budgetary constraints rise and fall with an unstable fiscal situation in [Case 

#3]. Articulation is often not high on the radar of [system] administrators. . . . 

Even at the CCs, administrators are not always supportive and funding is not 

provided for [articulation] activities system-wide. 

 

Additionally, 3S2 noted that the time lag between proposing a new course and getting 

approved could ―take over two years.‖ However, technology has helped to improve 

that process somewhat.  3S2 also noted that in fast growing fields, such as green 

technology, sometimes the community colleges get ahead of their ― transfer partners in 

developing courses and they [the receiving university] doesn‘t know what to do with 

them.‖  

That faculty are key to the articulation process was also noted as an obstacle in 

cases where there are territorial issues over the content and/or transferability of a 
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course. Interviewee 3S3 noted that that obstacle may not be addressed until ―professor 

so and so dies or professor so and so retires or leaves the department.‖  

 At the community college level, similar obstacles were identified.  Interviewee 

3C1 noted that different program requirements at different schools can be problematic 

and still exist because a lot of discipline faculty have a strong belief that this [that 

particular faculty member‘s way] is the way they want their program designed.‖    

At the university level, interviewee 3U1 identified the lack of responsiveness 

of faculty in the review of course proposals as the biggest obstacle to articulation. 

Sub-question three. 

The third sub-question asked what aided in the development of transfer 

agreements.  At the state level, there was agreement that getting faculty together from 

the community colleges and universities was a distinct aid.  Interviewee 3S3 praised a 

previous model for collaboration that, unfortunately, lost its funding. When in 

existence, that model supported the bringing together of faculty from community 

colleges and universities to discuss curriculum and transferability of coursework so 

that students would be getting appropriate credit and be prepared when they 

transferred from the community college to the university. When asked what would 

happen when faculty were in the room together, 3S3 responded: ―Good things . . . . so 

many good things happen[ed].‖  Interviewee 3S1 noted that the level of trust among 

faculty in the various sectors was ―gigantic‖.  

The reflections of interviewee 3S2 are a good representation of the sentiments 

expressed by the other interviewees:  

Getting faculty together . . . . it‘s actually quite magical. I mean you get to 

bring people together who are teaching the same things but at different levels 

and sort of need to have a conversation to understand how each one works. It 

has been a really amazingly positive experience.  

 

In addition to getting faculty together, community college interviewees 

identified professional organizations as an element that has aided in the development 

of agreements.  These professional organizations allow people to get to know each 

other and to develop trust. 
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Interviewee 3C1 emphasized the importance of professional organizations 

because  

you get to know other articulation officers on a personal basis . . . . it‘s easy to 

communicate with them . . . . It just facilitates the process. There is somebody 

on the other end who is really there to help.  

 

Additionally, 3C1 identified the use of a statewide database as something that has 

distinctly aided in the transfer of credits:  

It is a repository where a lot of the process of articulation is handled because it 

houses any proposals that you want any other articulation [officers] to look at, 

it houses all of the approved articulation that‘s in existence, and it facilitates a 

review process. 

 

As noted previously, there is less state control in Case #3 relative to Case #1 

and Case #2. However, interviewee 3U1 agreed with the interviewees from the 

community colleges that the statewide database was very useful.   

Sub-question four. 

The final sub-question asked what practices or policies at the community 

college, university, or state levels facilitated or hindered the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework. At the state level, that there is a state-wide mandate 

about the transfer of credits was identified by 3S1 as something that has facilitated the 

process.  3S3 noted that a hindrance to the process has been when there is a lack of 

contact between technical education and transfer among administrators. ―Oftentimes 

they don‘t see the extent to which there is a necessary conjoining of those two.‖   

At the community college level, the state-wide mandate was also noted as 

having a positive impact:  ―the procedures are very standard and very clear, for the 

most part, in terms of division of labor – who has responsibility for what and what the 

requirements are‖ (3C1). 

Interviewee 3U1 also emphasized that having a statewide outline for general 

education requirements helped to facilitate the process of transfer.  In addition to 

facilitating transfer, 3U1 noted that having a statewide general education blueprint 
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already in place reduces the resource burden at the campus level and provides for 

constancy in transfer: 

We don‘t have to review courses on individual campuses to determine 

applicability to GE [general education], that‘s done statewide. So, that‘s huge. 

That is a huge resource burden if we had to do that for each campus. Plus it 

maintains consistency. A student knows that that course, if accepted for the 

statewide pattern, will work at any [institution removed to maintain 

anonymity]. 

 

Across Case #3, there was agreement that state-wide policies have facilitated 

the transfer of coursework. Additionally, there was agreement that the involvement of 

faculty was key. With regard to the coursework itself, there was agreement that in 

order for a course to be transferrable between a community college and university, 

there had to be appropriate rigor that included writing, critical thinking, and analysis. 

A summary of responses is provided in Figure 14.  
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Case #3 Main Question: Salient 

elements in transfer of 

courses/programs  

Sub-questions 1 and 2: Obstacles - 

resolutions (if any) 

Sub-question  3: 

Aids to developing 

agreements 

Sub-question 4: Policies and 

practices 

State level Faculty involvement 

 
Rigor of coursework: 

  Writing requirement 

   Critical thinking 

   Analysis of material 

Budget constraints 

 
Lag time from proposal to approval. 

Help: Technology 

 

Territory issues over content 

Getting faculty together Facilitated: statewide 

mandates regarding transfer. 
 

Hindrance: Lack of contact 

between administrators in 

tech ed and transfer areas 

Community 

College 

level 

Rigor of coursework: 

   Self-directed learning 

   Critical thinking 
 

Statewide organizations: 

   Facilitate 

communication 

Territory issues over content. 

May not be resolved until people retire 

or move on. 

Professional organizations Facilitated: Statewide 

mandates – provides for 

standard procedures and 
division of labor 

University 

level 

Faculty involvement 

 

Rigor: 
   Learning outcomes 

   Level of textbook 

Lack of responsiveness by faculty – 

may take them a long time to respond. 

Not high on list of priorities 

Statewide organizations Facilitated: Use of 

technology 

 
Facilitated:  Statewide 

outlines for general 

education 

 

Figure 14.  Summary of responses to interview questions in Case #3.
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Review of documents from case #3. 

In addition to the interviews conducted in Case #3, relevant documents were 

reviewed that provided information about the history as well as current practice in the 

area of transferability of professional/technical coursework.  These documents 

included research projects that were funded by and specifically directed at higher 

education in Case #3. Other documents included agreed upon processes and 

definitions used the development of articulation agreements as well as definitions of 

baccalaureate level coursework. 

A research group coordinated by the community colleges in Case #3and funded in 

part by state dollars, conducts research into a variety of areas of interest to community 

colleges. One of the areas includes transfer opportunities for students enrolled in 

professional/technical courses and programs. Phase one of their current research 

project into professional/technical transfer includes quantitative analysis of enrollment 

patterns and qualitative research including focus groups and interviews with students, 

faculty, and administrators. The findings of their project included the need to increase 

professional/technical transfer to stimulate and support economic growth. 

Additionally, the research identified effective practices including: 

 Statewide and regional articulation agreements and partnerships;  

 Establishment and support of a ―transfer culture‖ in professional/technical 

programs; 

 Availability of advisers and counselors to inform and assist students on a 

transfer path; 

 Development of bridge courses to help students be better prepared for 

university-level coursework. 

Phase two of the research project, which has not yet been completed, will seek to 

identify pathways and course-taking patterns that lead to successful transfer and 

completion of a baccalaureate. 

 A document that appears to be widely used throughout the higher education 

systems in Case #3 provides detailed information for those in the role of articulation 
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officer and others working with transfer of credit and development of articulation 

agreements. These details include the processes involved in the development of 

articulation agreements, tools available to assist articulation officers in their work, and 

definitions of what constitutes baccalaureate coursework.  The criteria this document 

provides in determining if a course is baccalaureate level include: 

 Course is taught by a qualified instructor as judged by peers 

 Adequate assessment and advising is provided to ensure that students are 

adequately prepared for baccalaureate level courses 

 Course requires students to: 

o think critically 

o understand and apply concepts 

o develop learner independence and communication skills 

 The coursework: 

o Includes attention to appropriate theories and concepts 

o Provides instruction in  professional/technical fields if the primary 

emphasis is on understanding theories and concepts 

 

Other research focused on transfer in Case #3 has reviewed various policies in 

the state and how they impact transfer.  While Case #3 has less state control than 

Cases #1 and #2, it still has statewide policies that some consider problematic. Some 

of these policies include rules around expenditure of funding, faculty hiring ratios, and 

limited assessment of student skills. Additional research in the late 2000s sought 

information on effective transfer by reviewing policies and practices in other states. 

One of the recommendations from that research was that transferable associate‘s 

degrees be developed. However, the research noted that the emphasis on local 

autonomy and a decentralized structure has made it difficult to implement statewide 

policies regarding transfer. 
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Within-case analysis of case #3. 

The four sub-questions all helped to answer the main question of identifying 

salient elements in the transfer of professional/technical coursework.  This summary, 

therefore, will combine information gleaned from the documents and the interviews to 

answer the main question and to fulfill the purpose of this study, to identify promising 

practices for the transferability of professional/technical coursework taken at a 

community college to related programs at universities.  

The topic of transfer of professional/technical coursework is quite large.  

Attempts were made to focus in on the areas of healthcare-related and information 

technology. In Case #3, when asked if processes for determining transferability for 

healthcare-related or information technology courses or programs, five of the 

participants (two from the state level and three from the community college level) 

mentioned any differences regarding healthcare-related areas. As in Cases #1 and #2, 

those differences centered on state and national standards as well as workforce 

shortages. 

As can be seen in Figure 15, responses to the sub-questions related to the main 

question. By approaching the main question in various ways in the interviews, it 

allowed for information to be revealed in multiple ways. For example, asking about 

what obstacles have existed and how they were overcome helped interviewees to 

address the question in a different, yet related, way.  The terminology, words, and 

phrases used by the interviewees and identified in the documents were reviewed to 

find common themes. In Case #3, the common themes that emerged were: faculty, 

coursework, and state involvement.  Those themes are listed below with the 

corresponding salient elements for each theme.   
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Themes Corresponding Salient Elements 

Faculty Involvement in the articulation process 

Getting faculty from the two sectors together 

Territory issues over content and curriculum 

Coursework Rigor 

Learning outcomes 

Writing requirements 

Critical thinking 

Analysis 

Self-directed learning 

Level of textbook 

State Involvement Helps to facilitate communication 

Mandates around transfer allow for standard procedures 

 

Figure 15. Themes and salient elements from Case #3. 

Across-Case Analysis of the Three Cases 

 Each of the three cases studied were comprised of interviews across three 

sectors: state, community college, and university. Additionally, documents and 

websites were reviewed for each case to provide supplemental and clarifying 

information. Within-case analysis was provided at the end of each individual case. 

This section provides across-case analysis of the three cases in order to identify 

common themes as well as variations to themes. As noted before, each of the three 

cases represents different sizes, levels of state support, and geographic locations.  

These variations were intentional in order to provide a broad range of viewpoints and 

information that could be useful to other states and systems. 

 As noted in the summary of the profiles of the three cases in Figure 8, Case #1 

is a relatively small system with extensive state control over the process of transfer 

from community college to university.  Case #2 is a medium-sized system with much 

state control, yet with allowances for autonomy among and between the community 

college and university systems. Case #3 is a relatively large system in which state 
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control is rather minimal compared to Cases #1 and #2. The system in Case #3 

provides for much local and regional control over transfer.  

As can be seen in Figures 11, 13, and 15, the within case analysis revealed 

common themes among the three sectors reviewed in each of the three cases.  The 

common themes are:  

 Involvement of faculty 

 Rigor of coursework 

 Statewide agreements or involvement (to varying degrees depending on 

the size of the system) 

 Technology 

Additionally, in all three cases factors external to the institutions were identified.  

These external factors included accrediting bodies, industry standards, and potential 

employers. Examples of these factors include external proficiency examinations such 

as CompTia in the area of information technology as well as state and national testing 

and certification in the health fields. Interviewees in Case #1 and Case #2 noted that 

the needs of employers are important. If students are not learning the needed skills, 

their employability is reduced as is the reputation of institution providing the 

education. 

Involvement of Faculty 

 This theme was consistently emphasized throughout all three cases. That 

faculty from both sectors (community college and university) get together to discuss 

program and course requirements and outcomes was stressed. Historically, there has 

oftentimes been a lack of communication across the community college and university 

sectors of higher education.   Faculty may have met in person or via distance options 

to discuss courses and programs. At times an intermediary such as an articulation 

officer may have been involved. Whatever the arrangement for communication, that 

faculty communicated with each other led to better understanding and respect across 
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the sectors. The input from faculty regarding course and program outcomes as well as 

other issues around transfer and articulation was seen as vital. 

Rigor of Coursework 

 As noted above, bringing faculty together was a salient element. One of the 

things that came out of faculty involvement was some definition and agreement on the 

level of rigor required for coursework. The rigor of a course was commonly defined 

based on the level of textbook used, the expected learning outcomes, as well as the 

inclusion of critical thinking and analysis. Additionally, that the course was grounded 

in theory and included standards for writing was also indicated. 

State Involvement 

 While the level of state involvement varied among the three cases, all three 

cases noted that some state involvement helped to facilitate the transfer of coursework. 

How state involvement facilitated was dependent upon the case. Case #1 and Case #2, 

agreed that statewide agreements and policies as well as the support of statewide 

groups that worked on transfer and articulation facilitated the process. Case #3 also 

identified statewide groups as well as standardization of some procedures as salient 

elements. All three cases, however, did not want statewide agreements to trump local 

agreements or processes. In that area, all three cases were in agreement that local 

processes were better. 

Technology 

 All three cases also noted that various types of technology helped to facilitate 

the process and practice of transferring professional/technical coursework. The 

availability and use of statewide databases was helpful so that faculty across the state 

could access course information. Even locally, the use of technology helped to aid in 

the review of coursework by providing information faster and in a standardized 

format.  
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External Entities 

 To varying degrees, all three cases also noted the importance of external 

entities in course and program development and transferability. These entities include 

accrediting agencies for specific areas, such as health care or information technology, 

as well as employers who can help to inform the type of training and information 

employees in particular fields need. 

 Whether there is extensive state control (as in Case #1) or whether there is 

much local and regional autonomy (as in Case #3), or a mixture of state and local 

control as in Case #2, common themes and salient elements across all three cases arose 

from the interviews and document reviews. A summary of these salient elements is 

presented in Figure 16. 
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Case #1 Case #2 Case #3 

FACULTY:  

Faculty involvement 

Getting faculty from both sectors 
together 

Mutual respect across sectors 

 

 

 

 

COURSEWORK:  

Rigor 

Learning outcomes 

Consistency 

Level of textbook 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

STATE INVOLVEMENT: 

Funding 

Guidelines 

State involvement and support 

Statewide agreements and 

policies (legislative mandates) 

 

 

OTHER: 

Technology : Makes for easier 

and faster access to course 

information  

 

External Involvement:  

Involvement of accrediting 

bodies  

FACULTY: 

Involvement in process 

Credentials (at least a Master‘s 
degree) 

 

 

 

 

 

COURSEWORK: 

Rigor 

Common learning outcomes 

Grounded in theory 

Appropriate level of textbook 

Percentage of general education 

Consistent standards for levels of 

math and English 

Maintain industry standards 

  

 
 

STATE INVOLVEMENT: 

Statewide groups 

Statewide agreements 

 

 

 

 

 

OTHER: 

Technology: Statewide database 

 

 

 

External Involvement: Maintain 

industry standards 

FACULTY: 

Involvement in the articulation 

process 
Getting faculty from the two 

sectors together 

Territory issues over content and 

curriculum 

 

 

COURSEWORK: 

Rigor 

Learning outcomes 

Writing requirements 

Critical thinking 

Analysis 

Self-directed learning 

Level of textbook 

 

 
 

STATE INVOLVEMENT: 

Helps to facilitate communication 

Mandates around transfer allow 

for standard procedures 

 

 

OTHER: 

Technology  

 

External Involvement: State and 

national certifications 

 

Figure 16.  Salient elements, policies, practices and other aids in the transfer of 

coursework or programs. 

 

Summary of Chapter Four 

This chapter presented an overview of the findings from interviews and 

document analysis for the three cases studied as part of this research. Each case was 

profiled separately. The responses to the research questions were presented for each 

case individually, followed by within-case analysis. Following the individual case 
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responses to the research questions, across-case analysis was presented. The across-

case analysis compared and contrasted the information from the individual cases, 

identifying common themes and variations. 

Some attempt was made to narrow the field of professional/technical 

coursework and programs to the areas of healthcare-related and information 

technology. These two fields were chosen because of higher job availability and job 

demand. Additionally, as noted before, all three sites showed work in the transfer of 

these specific areas and their inclusion was intended to provide continuity across the 

sites. However, the differences noted in those areas centered on the existence of state, 

national, and industry standards. Those standards were seen as useful in helping to 

determine transferability, but did not change the process or the salient elements. 

 In all three cases, some common themes emerged as salient elements in the 

transfer of professional technical coursework: 

 Involvement of faculty 

 Rigor of coursework 

 Statewide agreements or involvement (to varying degrees depending on 

the size of the system) 

 Use of technology to facilitate communication and articulation 

 Inclusion of outside accrediting agencies as well as employers to help 

inform what is needed in courses and programs 

Chapter Five will discuss the implications of this research and areas for further study. 
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Chapter Five: Discussion and Implications 

The purpose of this study was to identify promising practices for the 

transferability of professional/technical coursework taken at a community college to 

related programs at universities. The research question and sub-questions listed below 

guided this study.  The primary research question that guided this study was:  

What are the salient elements in existing models for the transfer of community college 

professional/technical coursework to related programs at a university?  This question 

helped to identify specific, relevant elements in existing transfer models that could 

potentially be applied in other institutions or systems.  Related sub-questions were: 

 What obstacles existed in attempting to develop these transfer agreements? 

 How were those obstacles overcome or resolved, or do they still exist?  

 What aided in the development of these transfer agreements? 

 What practices or policies at the community college, university, or state levels 

facilitated or hindered the transfer of professional/technical coursework? 

The responses to these and related follow-up questions helped to reveal the processes 

involved in the development of relationships between institutions and the pursuant 

agreements that allowed and encouraged transfer of professional/technical 

coursework. The sub-questions allowed for a review of the practices and policies at 

individual institutions that facilitated or hindered the development of articulation 

agreements.  

The exploration of these questions helped to identify specific practices that 

could be applied to other institutions and systems for the purpose of facilitating the 

transfer of professional/technical coursework. It is hoped that the results of this study 

will lead to better alignment of academic and professional pathways and increased 

numbers of baccalaureate graduates as well as a better educated citizenry who will not 

only have more and improved career opportunities, but be better able to survive and 

thrive in a fast paced and changing global economy. 

Chapter Five is divided into sections that include summary information and 

discussion for each of the three cases, followed by an overall presentation of 
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information based on the research question and sub-questions. The final sections 

include implications for practice and suggestions for future research.  

Case #1 

 Case # 1 represented a small-sized state on the continuum presented in Chapter 

Four. Case #1 has strong statewide control over transfer.  Five interviews were 

conducted.  Identifiable themes emerged from the interviews as well as the review of 

documents.  These themes centered on faculty, coursework, state involvement, 

external involvement, and technology. 

 The importance of faculty in the development and transfer of coursework was 

emphasized in Case #1. Having faculty from across sectors communicate course 

expectations with each other was a key component.  This communication helped to 

facilitate mutual understanding and respect. 

Regarding the coursework, there was agreement across the three sectors of 

interviewees in Case #1 that rigor, learning outcomes, and level of textbook were 

important components to consider in determining transferability.  Even if a course had 

a professional/technical focus, if the course also included appropriate levels of writing, 

analysis, and reflection it was considered by university faculty to be transfer-worthy. 

All three sectors also agreed that state involvement helped to facilitate the 

process of transfer. The involvement of external or third-party agents was also 

mentioned. These third party agents might include credentialing entities, workforce 

committees, or employer groups. Finally, technology was identified as an area that is 

lacking but that could assist in creating a smoother process for sharing information 

across sectors. 

Case #2 

 As described in Chapter Four, Case #2 represented a medium-sized state. 

Seven interviews were conducted. As in Case #1, identifiable themes emerged. These 

themes include the involvement of faculty, the rigor of the coursework, statewide 

agreements, the usefulness of technology, and involvement of external agencies.  
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 The involvement of faculty in determining transferability of coursework was 

identified as a key factor by interviewees in Case #2. The connections that faculty 

have across institutional lines was identified as an aid in developing agreements. 

Additionally, the credentials of the faculty involved were also identified as important. 

It was noted that faculty teaching transferrable courses needed to have at least a 

Master‘s degree.  

 In addition to common learning outcomes, level of textbook and rigor, 

interviewees in Case #2 noted that transferrable courses needed to be grounded in 

theory. For professional/technical programs to be transferrable, they needed to include 

an appropriate percentage of general education and include consistent standards for 

levels of math and English. 

 Similarly to Case #1, interviewees in Case #2 also identified the need for 

technology.  

Case #3 

 Case #3 represented a large system as described in Chapter Four. The amount 

of state control over transfer issues is minimal, though there is some regional 

coordination. In Case #3, common themes emerged across all sectors including the 

importance of faculty involvement in determining transferability of coursework, the 

rigor of the coursework, the assistance provided by statewide organizations and the 

importance of technology. 

 Communication between faculty at the universities and community colleges 

was identified as an important factor. Not only were faculty able to come to agreement 

regarding course learning outcomes, they were able to dispel myths about community 

college-level courses. However, it was also noted that some territory issues still 

existed and might not be resolved until those involved retired or moved on to other 

positions.  

 Case #3 was identified as a large size state with more local and regional 

control than state-wide control. However, interviewees noted that state mandates 

around transfer did allow for standardization of procedures. Interviewees also 
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identified state-wide organizations as being very useful as means to share information 

and to facilitate communication.  

 In all three cases, there were some interviewees who hesitated in responding to 

some of the questions because of concern that their jobs could be negatively impacted 

by their responses. The topic of course transfer can be controversial for a variety of 

reasons. These reasons include institutional and faculty bias against community 

colleges; territory issues over what should be taught in a professional/technical course 

or program; the political clout that can be held by larger or better funded institutions; 

and the politics of budget allocation. Because of these concerns, it was necessary to 

assure the participants that every effort would be made to maintain anonymity of the 

individuals, their institutions, and their states. The need to protect anonymity also 

made it necessary to exclude some information from the cases. The information that 

was excluded, although useful in providing examples of both good and bad practice, 

was unique to individual cases. Thus, revealing this information could have negatively 

impacted anonymity. 

Research Question(s) 

As presented in the Review of Literature in Chapter Three, the research 

questions, while divided into sub-questions, had one main point: to identify salient 

elements that facilitate or hinder the transfer of professional/technical coursework. The 

sub-questions helped to cast a wider net around the topic by approaching the topic 

from various angles. At the same time, the sub-questions were useful in identifying 

specifics that helped to answer the main question. 

As noted previously, the interview questions were designed to identify salient 

elements by inviting interviewees to describe their experience with the process credit 

transfer.  Through the interviews and document reviews conducted for this research, 

common salient elements across the three cases were identified: involvement of 

faculty, level of coursework, state level involvement, and technology.   

The involvement of faculty across institutional lines was identified as a salient 

element. As noted before, previous research in the area of transferability of 
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professional/technical coursework has primarily consisted of quantitative studies 

identifying which courses transferred. Some quantitative studies also included surveys 

or other instruments that also provided some qualitative data.  One such study by 

Zinser and Hanssen (2006) noted that, in addition to providing pathways for students, 

strengthening mathematics and science components of professional/technical 

programs and communication between institutions, faculty involvement was an 

important factor developing curriculum. Zinser and Hanssen suggested that faculty 

hold joint appointments at partner institutions. Prior to Zinser and Hanssen‘s work, 

Richardson (1993) also identified faculty collaboration as a vital next step in transfer 

and articulation.   The involvement of faculty provided an opportunity for them to 

develop a better understanding of their counterparts and to come to agreement on such 

things as appropriate level of coursework and course requirements.  

Faculty agreement on level of coursework and course requirements included 

the level of rigor, alignment of learning outcomes, and the need for writing skills. The 

level of textbooks used was also listed as an important element in determining the 

rigor of the course. That students have a rigorous education was also supported in 

surveys of employers who want employees who have both job-specific skills and the 

soft skills that come from a baccalaureate education. 

Another element identified as salient in the transfer of professional/technical 

coursework was state level involvement. The level of involvement varied for each 

case. However, statewide mandates regarding cooperation among institutions, state 

funding of collaborative efforts that brought faculty from across educational sectors 

together, and guidelines around transfer were all identified as salient elements. In the 

Review of Literature in Chapter Three, research by Ignash (1997) and by Townsend 

and Ignash (2000) supported the need for at least general state level guidelines 

regarding transfer. 

Related to statewide funding, the need for technology was also emphasized. 

Technology tools used for sharing information and reviewing coursework were 

identified as important elements. These tools allow faculty and others to participate 
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even when physically located at opposite ends of the state. The use of such technology 

helped to facilitate communication when funding did not allow for travel and time 

costs in physically bringing faculty together in one place. However, interviewee 1U2 

cautioned that ―just e-mailing‖ does not promote connection between faculty and 

others involved: ―I think there has to be some kind of connection if they want to work 

together so I think [getting together] does help.‖ 

An additional salient element emphasized by the interviewees was the 

involvement of external entities. These entities included accrediting agencies for 

specific occupations as well as employers. Students are an important factor and are 

often excluded from conversations about course and program design. 

Implications for Practice 

 This study attempted to gain insights into promising practices for the transfer 

of professional/technical coursework taken at community colleges into related 

programs at universities. This study endeavored to include insight from systems that 

varied in size, location, and level of state control in order to provide a range of views. 

While the design of this qualitative study limited the breadth of the information 

obtained, the depth of information gleaned from the interviews and the consistency of 

responses across institutional sectors and across cases should provide cause for 

thought and, hopefully, positive change.  

The purpose of conducting this research using qualitative methods was to 

enhance existing quantitative studies.  Previous studies have focused on which courses 

have transferred. Little information has been available as to why a course did or did 

not transfer.    

The most commonly described factor in the transfer of coursework as 

described by the interviewees was the involvement of faculty. Collaboration of faculty 

from both the sending and receiving institutions was identified as a salient element by 

interviewees across all three sectors and in all three cases. When faculty from the 

community college and the university meet and discuss their coursework including 

learning outcomes and expectations for their courses, barriers are diminished if not 
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eliminated, a better understanding of the two educational systems occurs, and 

collaborative efforts can lead to not only increased transferability of coursework, but 

students who are better prepared for upper division coursework when they transfer to a 

university.  

The benefits of bring faculty together has been clearly stated. As noted in 

Chapter Four, Interviewee 2S2 commented on the benefits of bringing faculty 

together. Additionally, interviewee 2C2 commented:  

One of the benefits of the faculty getting together was to dispel a lot of those 

issues about ‗your rigor isn‘t as hard as ours.‘ . . . when you actually see what 

folks are doing in the classroom and they talk about it, it got rid of a lot of that.  

 

Identifying promising practices for encouraging faculty to communicate and 

collaborate across institutional lines could be its own research project. In previous 

years, funding from one of the cases in this study had supported an effort to bring 

faculty together from across sectors to collaborate on curriculum and programs. 

Faculty were given release time from teaching duties as well as travel reimbursement. 

Unfortunately, that effort is no longer funded. Several interviewees noted the positive 

impact of that collaborative program. One of the interviewees stated that ―I think 

that‘s why everyone keeps saying that [the program] was so wonderful, bring back 

[the program]. So many good things happen‖ when faculty get together. (The specific 

case is not identified here in order to protect anonymity.) States, institutions, and 

students would benefit from identifying and supporting incentives for faculty 

collaboration. If providing release time or some other monetary incentive would 

encourage faculty collaboration, the benefits of increased student access to education, 

reduced course duplication, reduced time to degree completion, and increased number 

of graduates who are well prepared for today‘s work environments could prove worth 

the investment. Building an expectation of collaboration into the institutional culture 

could also have positive long term impact with minimal cost. Faculty evaluations 

could include components that address collaboration or partnership development. 
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A result of faculty collaboration can be the fulfillment of one of the other 

salient elements identified across sectors and cases – the rigor of the coursework. The 

need for rigor in the coursework was addressed not only by participants at the 

university level, but at the community college and state levels as well. Consistently, 

rigor in coursework was identified by the level of textbook used, the levels of math 

and English required, the percentage of general education, and the inclusion of theory 

and critical analysis.  These definitions of rigor also coincided with information in 

previous studies that identified requests from employers that employees, even in 

technical areas, have better writing, communication, and critical thinking skills.  While 

identifiable and quantifiable aspects to rigor can be developed, there yet may be 

concern that individual faculty creativity might be inhibited if faculty are required to 

teach in a specific way. The use of learning outcomes – a broader way of thinking 

about what students need to learn – could help. Faculty can develop their own methods 

for teaching – as long as the learning outcomes are addressed. Learning outcomes for 

courses and programs could then be posted publicly on the institution‘s website. This 

would allow students and employers to have a better understanding of what students 

will learn and be expected to do. It would also make for an easier avenue for receiving 

institutions to review courses for transfer articulation. 

The utilization of learning outcomes or some other mechanism for measuring 

student learning also has implications for the acceptance of students‘ prior learning 

experiences. These learning experiences may have come by way of internships 

completed as part of an AAS degree, through self-study, or from on-the-job or other 

life experiences. There are means for granting institutional credit through challenge 

exams, though these are often limited to specific academic areas. Credit for prior 

learning criteria have long been established but are only utilized by some institutions. 

Acceptance that learning can occur outside of the classroom may be a difficult concept 

to accept for those who design traditional baccalaureate programs. Exploring the 

potential for granting credit for learning that occurs outside of the classroom could 
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enrich and inform the design of programs at both the sending and receiving 

institutions.  

When faculty from across sectors come together to develop requisite 

components of coursework, there are several positive results. Institutional partners and 

statewide governing boards could benefit from these suggestions:  

 Getting faculty together from across institutional lines helps them to 

better understand and develop respect for their counterparts at other 

institutions; 

 Development of coursework that includes technical skills as well as 

theory, writing, and critical analysis provides benefits to all 

constituents; 

 Utilize technology to enhance the ability of institutions to share 

information; 

 Include external accrediting agencies, employers, and students in the 

conversations regarding course and program design. 

Students and employers also benefit from closer collaboration of institutions: 

 Students benefit from the collaboration of faculty by being better able 

to understand and meet the demands of the senior institution; and 

 Employers get employees who know how to perform needed technical 

operations, but who also know how to communicate, think critically, 

and transfer their skills to other areas when needed. 

These positive aspects of faculty collaboration across institutional lines and the 

development of coursework that is rigorous and contains technical knowledge were 

consistent across the three cases. The collaborative efforts would also support the 

needs of employers who, as noted in previously cited literature, want employees who 

have technical skills as well as communication, critical thinking and analysis skills. 

In addition to faculty collaboration and the rigor of coursework, statewide 

involvement was also identified by the interviews as having a positive impact on the 

transfer of professional/technical coursework. To what extent there should be 
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involvement at the state level differed among the cases. The smaller the state, the more 

positive the responses were about the impact state involvement can provide. From 

Case #2, interviewee 2U2 noted that having ―statewide guidelines and process for just 

determining what transfers and what doesn‘t really helps simplify things. The system 

is more understandable to students. It doesn‘t seem as capricious as it could.‖ The 

notion of capriciousness is important to consider. The universities are generally the 

receiving institutions for transfer credits. Thus, in the main, they dictate what they will 

or will not accept. This authority sets up an unequal playing field between partners, 

with primacy generally going to the universities. Most literature on the topic of 

transfer will contain stories of courses transferring to one university but not to another 

– even though the receiving institutions may be similar in stature, mission, and 

governance. With shrinking budgets and increasing tuition a concern nationally, state-

level mandates may be helpful or even necessary to assure that courses are not being 

unnecessarily duplicated and that students are receiving credit for the learning they 

have gained. Such oversight needs to be sought with caution, however, as interviewees 

from all three states expressed concern that state-wide mandates might trump local 

agreements that are working well. 

 An area of concern that arose from the interviews had to do with the initial 

review of courses by the receiving institution. In Case #2, the interviewees from the 

university level all stated that the initial review of courses is generally conducted by a 

non-faculty member who is, in many cases, looking for existing equivalent courses.  

Faculty could provide a more in-depth review of courses with an eye toward how 

courses might fit into a program rather than just equate to existing courses. Without 

that level of review, many courses might be discounted and either not transfer at all or 

be given only general elective credit. A faculty review panel, such as exists in Case 

#1, would seem to provide a more holistic and accurate evaluation of courses. Non-

faculty evaluators can provide technical expertise, an understanding of guidelines, and 

a historical perspective of previous transfer activity. That level of review, however, 

may not get at the nuances of learning outcomes, evaluation of rigor, and assessment 
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of theoretical learning. A review panel that consisted of both subject faculty and 

evaluation staff could provide for a deeper and more accurate evaluation of credit than 

either group individually.  

Unfortunately, the establishing of review panels might be cost and time 

prohibitive. However, an increased use of technology, especially if supported at the 

state level, might help to streamline processes and provide a venue for communication 

while eliminating or at least reducing the cost and time required for travel.  

There is an increased national focus on the role of community colleges in 

providing post-secondary education opportunities. As noted in Chapter Two, the 2010 

Skills for America‘s Future initiative emphasized the need to address employee skills 

and employer needs. By recognizing and then providing these needed skills and 

credentials, institutions benefit through increased graduation rates as well as improved 

reputation with the business and employment sectors. Student benefit by gaining skills 

that make them employable and flexible in an ever-changing job market. Increased 

interest and need at the local, state, and national levels in providing opportunities for 

improved communication across educational sectors is evidence that support for cross-

institutional communication is an area which deserves support through national 

funding. 

Limitations of the Research 

Dissertation research is often limited by many factors, including time, funding, 

and access to information. In conducting interviews for this study, access to 

participants was sometimes barred by factors beyond the researcher‘s control. In this 

study, access to prospective participants was sometimes limited due to layoffs, 

availability due to workload, family, or health issues, and time restraints due to budget 

restrictions. This limited access led to a reliance on convenience sampling for this 

study.   

Limitations also existed in the use of an interpretive approach. As discussed in 

Chapter Three,  human influence can be a limitation in interpretive social science 

research if the researcher or the participants have agendas they want to pursue other 
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than the agenda of truth. Additionally, the context of the interviews must also be taken 

into consideration. Some interviews for this study were conducted in person and some 

over the telephone.  Also, as noted above, some participants were dealing with budget 

issues and personal situations that may have had some influence on their responses. To 

help mitigate these limitations, several steps were taken. To help balance any 

influence regarding the physical location of the interviews, the questions were pre-

established and sent to each interviewee just prior to the interview, whether the 

interview was in person or via telephone. Additionally, triangulation of the data was 

achieved by interviewing participants from various states and at various levels within 

the states as well as by reviewing documents.   

Suggestions for Future Research 

While qualitative research may still be viewed as less valid than quantitative 

research, it contributes to research by providing depth, an opportunity for the voices of 

those involved to be heard, and by addressing the ―why‖ questions.   This study was 

limited to three cases. While the selection of these cases was intended to provide 

breadth and make the study results more broadly useful, additional case studies would 

further help identify specific salient elements in the transfer of professional/technical 

coursework and make the results more useful to a broader audience. Additionally, this 

study was focused on salient elements in the successful transfer of such coursework. 

Other studies might focus on reasons why professional/technical courses should not be 

transferrable to the baccalaureate level or should be confined to applied baccalaureate 

study.  The addition of that perspective could provide a broader view of the topic. 

The addition of more cases might help to address another limitation of this 

study. The cases in this study focused on within state transfer of coursework and 

programs. With an increasingly mobile society, people move from state to state for a 

variety of reasons, including job changes. A study that included a view of how courses 

transfer across lines would provide additional depth to this topic.  

In addition to broadening the scope by adding more cases, the addition of 

employers and other stakeholders would complement this research. This study limited 
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participation to those involved in higher education at the state, community college, or 

state level. Adding the voices of those who employ graduates or those who are 

involved in economic needs and trends would add another level of relevance to the 

topic. Employers and those involved in economic and workforce issues could provide 

a perspective that includes whether employees possess and are able to apply the skills 

and knowledge needed in technical fields. Outside accrediting agencies could also 

provide insight into what students need to learn in order to attain industry standards.  

The voice of students in future research would also be valuable. Students do not 

necessarily come to the classroom as empty vessels. Rather, they often bring a great 

deal of knowledge, experience, and insight that could be useful in designing 

coursework and programs. As noted previously, this circular type of assessment helps 

to inform practice at the institution level. 

Additionally, this study included only publically funded institutions. The 

inclusion of private or for-profit institution could also add depth to this topic.  Many 

for-profit colleges focus on technical training. Evaluating whether their courses and 

programs also include the rigor, writing, analysis, and critical thinking skills identified 

by participants in this study could expand the usefulness of future research in this area. 

Along with adding non-public institutions, future research could benefit from 

distinguishing the needs of rural and urban areas. Rural and urban institutions and the 

communities they serve often have distinct training needs. 

Summary of Chapter Five 

 While this study was limited to three cases, these cases varied in size, 

structure, and level of state control.  Despite the differences in the cases, common 

themes emerged regarding promising practices for the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework taken at community colleges into university 

programs.  In general, there was agreement on: 

 the need for rigor in courses and programs 

 alignment of learning outcomes between the sending and receiving institutions 

 need for faculty to get together/communicate about their courses 
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 importance of third-party credentialing/industry standards 

 the need for both general education skills (soft skills) as well as technical skills 

 faculty egos have been an obstacle 

 lack of funding is an obstacle 

The review of literature showed that research in the area of transferability of 

professional/technical coursework has primarily focused on quantitative analysis of 

the number and type of credit transferred. Missing from previous research is an 

examination of why some courses transfer and others do not. The purpose of this 

dissertation research was to hear from those who are involved in the process of the 

transfer of credit as well as those involved in determining transferability or acceptance 

of credits. By hearing from those involved in the process of credit transfer, depth was 

added to the understanding of credit transfer. The results of this research also 

underscored the needs of employers who want employees with both job-specific as 

well as ―soft‖ skills. And, finally, the results support students who benefit through 

having the whole of their academic experience valued and doors opened for them to 

further their education. 
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Appendix A: Employment and Salary Data Based on Education Level 

 

  

 
 

Note: Data are 2009 annual averages for persons age 25 and over. Earnings are for 

full-time wage and salary workers. Retrieved on January 18, 2011 from 

http://www.bls.gov/emp/ep_chart_001.htm 
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Appendix B: Personal Disclosure Statement 

Issues are not simple and clean, but intricately wired to 

 political, social, historical, and especially personal contexts. 

Robert Stake, The Art of Case Study Research, 1995 

 As Stake so wisely notes, issues are seldom simple and clean. Even ―data‖ 

driven by numbers and ―facts‖ can be subject to interpretation. In a study that is 

focused on process and meaning rather than numbers, the personal biases on the part 

of the provider, analyst, and user of information can impact interpretation.  

Additionally, the political climate surrounding a site or an issue can impact the data 

gathered and its subsequent interpretation. 

 I have been writing this dissertation using third person voice because I feel 

that the topic would be best served by my remaining as detached as possible. I 

recognize that the use of interpretive social science as a research approach necessitates 

the first-hand involvement of the researcher with both the topic and the research 

participants. Thus, I believe that it is vital that I provide information about my 

background and my personal interest in the topic. 

Personal, Educational, and Professional Background 

 I am a first generation college student as well as a first generation professional. 

I grew up in rural Oregon, am the youngest child of a blue-collar father and stay-at-

home mother, and I have been employed steadily since I was a junior in high school. 

While I began my college ―career‖ directly after graduating from high school, my 

college experience was not traditional. My first college experience was at the local 

community college which I attended because I had won a scholarship. During the 12 

years that it took me to complete my bachelor‘s degree, I dabbled academically in the 

areas of journalism, business, foreign language, and graphic design before graduating 

with a degree in English. During that time, I attended two different community 

colleges as well as the university where I earned my baccalaureate. I supported myself 

through school by working for small printing companies doing typesetting and pre-

press production.  
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 My academic career has allowed me to experience both the transfer and 

technical offerings of community colleges. My professional career has allowed me to 

experience those same offerings from the viewpoint of both the community college 

and university. My roles as an academic adviser and instructor at both a community 

college and a public university have allowed me to see first-hand how credits do and 

do not transfer between those two systems. My professional work has also involved 

me in the creation of articulation agreements that allow the transfer of 

professional/technical work that would not transfer without the agreement. My work 

with students has provided me with direct contact with the people whose lives are 

impacted by decisions regarding transferability. 

Personal Context 

Throughout this study, I have attempted to build upon a social justice 

framework. The use of the term ―terminal‖ degree for Associate‘s degrees in the 

professional/technical areas is one that rankles my socially conscious bones! I believe 

that educators have an ethical responsibility to allow people to expand their horizons 

rather than ―terminate‖ people‘s intellectual and professional growth by not valuing 

the whole of the educational experience through lack of course transferability. I found 

validation in my choice to conduct an interpretive study in the philosophy of Max 

Weber. Weber recognized the fragmentary nature of class conflict by identifying 

―positively privileged‖ and ―negatively privileged‖ classes including the ―negatively 

privileged commercial class‖ which is made up primarily of laborers (Allen, 2004, p. 

84).  As I have noted elsewhere in this dissertation, ―negatively privileged‖ individuals 

(those of minority or low socioeconomic background) are often tracked into 

professional/technical programs that do not, for the most part, lead onto further 

education.  It is my belief that all individuals should have the opportunity to further 

their education and expand their career opportunities. That faculty, administrators, or 

policy makers may allow their own egos to direct decisions regarding course 

transferability is counter to the notions of freedom, equality, and opportunity that form 

the basis for this country.  I believe that universities, as the receiving institution for a 
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variety of credit, could and should be broader minded when evaluating what is 

considered acceptable academic credit. My experience with graduate programs in 

disciplines other than Education has been that the focus is solely on research into the 

discipline area, not on acquiring skills for teaching the topic or evaluating resultant 

student learning. A broader understanding of the myriad ways that students acquire 

information and learning could benefit both students and the universities. Students 

could benefit from expanded opportunities to earn academic credentials. Universities 

could benefit by diversifying their student population and enriching the faculty 

experience through exposure to alternative modes of learning. 

I chose to use an interpretive approach in this study as I believe that it will 

provide the framework needed to pull out answers to the how and why questions that 

have thus far remained mostly unanswered. I believe the interpretive approach will 

give a voice to those making decisions about transferability. I believe that by 

providing a venue for that voice, the rationale behind the decisions to allow or not 

allow credits to transfer can be openly examined and scrutinized. 

Personal and Professional Responsibility 

As I pursued this research, I remained cognizant of the fact that I have some 

preconceived notions about the definition of transferable coursework. My work with 

university faculty has exposed me to such biased attitudes against community college 

coursework that my tendency is to go to the opposite extreme in defense of 

community colleges. For the sake of my personal integrity as well as my integrity as a 

researcher and, ultimately, as a representative of Oregon State University as a doctoral 

graduate, I was ever mindful of when my perspectives might cloud my ability to 

accurately interpret the information I gathered through the cases that I studied in this 

research. As a member of the higher education community, I honored my 

responsibility to present an accurate and fair reading of the information that I 

assembled. I remembered that it is the voices of those whom I interviewed and those 

who developed the documentation that was reviewed that needed to be heard. As 

Gadamer said: ―The good reciter cannot for an instant forget that he or she is not the 
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real speaker but is serving the process of reading‖ (1976, p. 52).  I hope that I was a 

good and respectful reader and presenter of the information that I was allowed to 

access. 
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Appendix C: Interview Questions for Community College and University Participants 

 

BACKGROUND: 

Please describe the process used in determining if a course taken at a community 

college is considered transferrable, professional/technical, or both: 

 

Please describe the process used in determining if a program completed at a 

community college is considered transferrable, professional/technical, or both: 

 

If these processes are different for Healthcare-related or Information Technology, 

please describe:  

 

Please describe your role in those processes: 

 

Who else participates in determining if and how professional/technical coursework 

and programs transfer from _______________ Community College to 

______________ College/University?  

 What is their role and authority in the decision making process? 

 Who makes the final decision regarding transferability?  

 

 

SALIENT ELEMENTS/CRITERIA: 

What criteria are used in determining if a professional/technical course is transferable 

from ______________ Community College to  ______________ College/University? 

(How does this differ from state-level protocols?)  

 Are these criteria the same for all professional/technical courses?  

 If not, what are the differences? 

 

 

What criteria are used in determining if a professional/technical program is 

transferable from _____________ Community College to  ______________ 

College/University? (How does this differ from state-level protocols?)  

 

Are these criteria the same for all professional/technical programs?  If not, what are 

the differences? 

 

If some professional/technical courses or programs are identified as transferable and 

others are not, what are major differences between them?   

 How are those differences determined?  

 Are those differences consistent across all types of professional/technical 

coursework or programs?  

 Who makes those determinations? 
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Interview Questions for Community College and University Participants – Continued 

 

 

Are there specific criteria applied to Healthcare-related courses and programs? 

 

Are there specific criteria applied to Information Technology courses and programs? 

 

AIDS: 

What aided in or facilitated the process of allowing professional/technical courses or 

programs to transfer from the community college?  

 

Were there aids or facilitating factors that were unique to Healthcare-related or 

Information Technology? 

 

 

OBSTACLES: 

What obstacles have you encountered in the transfer of professional/technical 

coursework or programs?  

 

If the obstacles were overcome or resolved, how was that accomplished? 

 

 If obstacles still exist, why do you think they still exist? 

 What is being done to alleviate or eliminate them? 

 

Were/Are these obstacles unique to Healthcare-related or Information Technology? 

 

 If resolved, was the resolution unique to Healthcare-related or Information 

Technology? 

 

 

SYSTEMS/POLICIES/PRACTICES: 

Are there policies or practices that facilitated the transfer of professional/technical 

coursework?  

 

Are there policies or practices that hindered the transfer of professional/technical 

coursework?  

 

Do you believe that agreements regarding the transferability of professional/technical 

coursework are best developed and maintained at the state-wide level or between 

individual institutions?  

 

 Why? 
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Interview Questions for Community College and University Participants – Continued 

 

Are there policies or practices that are specific to Healthcare-related or Information 

Technology? 

 

Is your institution unique in its acceptance of professional/technical courses or 

programs? 

 

 

OVERALL: 

Please provide any additional information regarding the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework: 
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Appendix D: Interview Questions for State Level Participants 

 

Background: 

Please describe the process used in determining if a course taken at a community 

college is considered transferrable, professional/technical, or both: 

 

Please describe the process used in determining if a program completed at a 

community college is considered transferrable, professional/technical, or both: 

 

If these processes are different for Healthcare-related or Information Technology, 

please describe: 

 

Please describe your role in those processes: 

 

Who else participates in determining if and how professional/technical coursework 

and programs transfer from a community college to a public university within your 

state?  

 

 What is their role and authority in the decision making process? 

 Who makes the final decision regarding transferability? 

 

 

Salient elements/Criteria: 

What criteria are used in determining if a course is identified as professional/technical 

or transfer?  

 Are these criteria the same for all professional/technical courses?  

 If not, what are the differences? 

 

 

What criteria are used in determining if a program is identified as 

professional/technical or transfer?  

 Are these criteria the same for all professional/technical programs?  

 If not, what are the differences? 

 

 

If some professional/technical courses or programs are identified as transferable and 

others are not, what are the major differences between them?   

 

 How are those differences determined?  

 Are those differences consistent across all types of professional/technical 

coursework or programs?  

 Who makes those determinations? 
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Interview Questions for State Level Participants - Continued 

 

Are there specific criteria applied to Healthcare-related courses and programs? 

 

Are there specific criteria applied to Information Technology courses and programs? 

 

 

Aids: 

What aided in or facilitated the process of allowing professional/technical courses or 

programs to transfer? 

 

Were there aids or facilitating factors that were unique to Healthcare-related or 

Information Technology programs? 

 

 

Obstacles: 

What obstacles have you encountered in the transfer of professional/technical 

coursework and programs? 

 

How were those obstacles overcome or resolved, or do they still exist? 

 If obstacles still exist, what is being done to alleviate or eliminate them? 

 

Were/Are these obstacles unique to Healthcare-related or Information Technology? 

 If resolved, was the resolution unique to Healthcare-related or Information 

Technology? 

 

 

Systems/Policies/Practices: 

Are there policies or practices that facilitated the transfer of professional/technical 

coursework or programs? (Are these at the state-level or the institution level or both?) 

 

 

Are there policies or practices that hindered the transfer of professional/technical 

coursework or programs? (Are these at the state-level or the institution level or both?) 

 

 

Do you believe that agreements regarding the transferability of professional/technical 

coursework are best developed and maintained at the state-wide level or between 

individual institutions?  

 Why? 

 

Are there policies or practices that are specific to Healthcare-related or Information 

Technology? 
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Interview Questions for State Level Participants - Continued 

 

 

Overall: 

Please provide any additional information regarding the transfer of 

professional/technical coursework: 

 

 


