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BACKGROUND

In October 2003, Washington’s community and technical college presidents commissioned a feasibility study that would outline options for improving course articulation among the 34 colleges. In response, a system workgroup was convened in early December. Several factors influenced this study:  legislative focus on making it easier for students to transfer credits and efficiently complete degrees, significant changes in the colleges’ computing system, and large scale over enrollment of students at most state colleges. The Lingering Student legislation of 2003 called for colleges to implement plans for ensuring that students were efficiently moving toward earning their credentials. House Bills 2382 and 3103, passed in 2004, call for the Higher Education Coordinating Board to improve articulation between two- and four-year colleges in several specific ways including creating a statewide system of course equivalencies. “Rehosting”, the process of moving the 34 colleges’ administrative computing system to a new, modern platform, is underway. 

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS 

After reviewing the research, the work group narrowed the options to three potential approaches to improve course articulation among Washington’s community and technical colleges. 

· Virtual Course Numbering Description: A virtual course number is a neutral identifier than acts as a crosswalk among course equivalencies at the colleges. Courses in the system that are similar in content would be linked to virtual course numbers. This option requires no change in numbering or course content for individual colleges. 

· Common Course Numbering Description: The colleges would share a single set of course numbers. This option can range in level of centralization. At one end, the colleges would have common course numbers, common course descriptions, and a common catalog. At the other end of the spectrum is common course numbers only for a sub-set of courses. This option does not require any more standardizing of course content than in the current system, but does require each college to use the common number rather than the numbering system used in the past.   

· Standardized Curriculum for Core Courses Description: Colleges would standardize curriculum for programs that have the same learning outcomes. That is, for similar degree and certificate programs at multiple colleges, courses would be “chunked up” and numbered in a uniform way. The content of the program would remain intact, but similar programs would be re-segmented into a standard set of courses across the system. 

SYSTEM FEEDBACK

The feasibility study was circulated among the commissions and councils for feedback. Almost uniformly, common course numbering was the preferred solution. Themes that emerged should be taken into consideration when deciding which of the three potential solutions should be implemented: 

· Usability –Concern about how easy it would be for students and staff to use the new system came up repeatedly. The most common comment about virtual course numbering is that this option may “add another layer of confusion” and not actually do anything to improve course articulation. 

· Costs – Colleges are concerned that a mandate to implement any of these potential solutions without enough funding to cover the staff and technology costs will result in an inadequate system that does not improve articulation. 

· Urgency – Again and again, the feedback indicated that the colleges believe this is a problem that needs to be addressed and it will only get worse if no solution or a solution that does not result in much change is implemented. College feedback consistently indicates a willingness to do the hard work needed to make a system that serves students better. 

· Implementation – Several system groups that provided feedback on the study indicated that an incremental approach to implementation would be a good strategy. This was characterized as either starting with virtual course numbering and phasing in the next two options or as picking one of the options and applying it to a small sub-set of courses. The goal is to get something in place immediately that helps improve articulation and move to a more comprehensive solution over time.

NEXT STEPS

It is expected that after reviewing the feasibility study, the Presidents will propose that one of the potential solutions be implemented. A strategy for implementation and a plan for seeking funding will need to be developed. The results of this work will be folded into the study that the HEC Board is required by SB 3103 to submit to the legislature in December 2004.
_________________________
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