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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. Supported by State Board staff, the work group included representatives from the Instruction Commission, Student Services Commission, Articulation/Transfer Group, Workforce Education Council, Distance Learning Council, Center for Information Services, Association of Registrars and Admission Officers (WACRAO), Council on Basic Skills, and Advising and Counseling Council. Several representatives also serve as their institution’s Intercollegiate Relations Council (ICRC) representative. Individuals from the Council of Presidents, and Eastern Washington University also participated. 

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. Part of that process includes deciding on common degree audit software. All options presented in this report assume that implementation would occur after Phase I of the rehosting process is complete. 

CURRENT PRACTICE 

Currently little infrastructure supports transfer of courses among community and technical colleges. Such courses are evaluated on a case-by-case basis in the same manner as courses transferred in from any other university or college. The workgroup’s survey of current practices found that course evaluators and administrative staff make course equivalency decisions based on guidelines established by each college’s curriculum or similar committee. In the case of academic courses, the evaluation is typically handled by staff based on a comparison of the course description from the sending institution and the college’s own course descriptions. Faculty review of individual student transcripts is rare. College staff maintain information on commonly articulated courses, thus speeding the review process after the first determination of course equivalency. In professional/technical courses, faculty review for course equivalencies is much more common. Regardless, the case by case review of courses is a time-consuming process.

At this time about 2/3 of the colleges use some type of degree audit system which requires course equivalencies to be established and evaluates both transferred-in credits and locally taken classes towards degree requirements. These systems do not help students evaluate how their classes transfer to other colleges’ nor are they available to students interested in transferring into a college.

The four-year institutions each have systems that provide course equivalencies for community or technical college students transferring in credits but no similar system exists for transfer among the two-year colleges. 

While each college has ways of telling students how courses they offer can apply to its own degree requirements (meeting core math and communication requirements, distribution requirements or major requirement), no single method is used by all colleges. As a result, no statewide system exists to help students know how a receiving college will apply a transferred-in course toward degree requirements.

Similarly articulation agreements that spell out the courses or course areas needed for preparation for degrees generally exist only for transfer from community and technical colleges to four-year institutions following guidelines developed by the Inter-Collegiate Relations Commission.

PROBLEM STATEMENT

Currently, Washington community and technical colleges operate autonomously regarding degree requirements, course content, naming, and numbering of courses except for the prohibition against use of 100 or higher numbers for pre-college course work. This autonomous system is traditional and was developed when most students completed their work at a single institution. 

Today it is common for two-year college students to complete their academic or technical degrees and technical certificates with credits from multiple institutions. This trend is expected to continue as our society becomes more mobile and retraining becomes more common. The functioning of autonomous systems and the realities of mobile students result in the following problems:

· Students spend extra time and money - Students attending multiple colleges can easily repeat classes or misunderstand how a class applies to core requirements, distribution requirements, electives, or major requirements. The current system is complex for students, faculty and staff to understand and navigate. 

· Colleges’ efforts to communicate are impeded - The differences in course content, naming, and numbering inhibit colleges’ ability to collaborate to serve students across institutions (as in online education, quick development of new courses, sharing of students, shared programs) and limit colleges’ ability to communicate effectively with external stakeholders. 

· State and local resources are not used as efficiently as possible - Staff and faculty evaluate transcripts and advise students using labor-intensive methods, best suited to exceptional cases rather than the pattern of many graduates. 

GUIDING PRINCIPLES

The work group developed guiding principles in order to create a shared understanding of priorities to be considered when selecting a solution to improve articulation. The work group acknowledged the complexity and continuously changing college curricula. It was discussed that colleges’ have responsibility for the content of their courses, certificates and degrees and their unique approaches to curriculum development. It was agreed that not every course will have an equivalent course at another college. 

The community and technical college workgroup attempted to improve course articulation for students by identifying solutions that:

· Increase students’ ability to complete degrees and certificates efficiently. 

· Provide students direct access to guidance and advising tools to easily get information needed to progress efficiently. 

· Provide students with a course articulation system that is easily communicated to and understood by baccalaureate institutions. 

· Recognize that the system is currently based on courses and credits and move the system incrementally toward competency based articulation. 

· Make use of technology to create a system that is manageable and achieves the goal of making the articulation process easily understood by students. 

RESEARCH

The following information about possible solutions and the work required to implement and support those solutions was gathered from several sources: 1) a survey of how other states address course articulation between their two- year colleges , 2) transfer activities in Washington State between the two- and four-year institutions, and 3) a review of documents related to statewide course articulation or degree audit systems including budget requests developed earlier by the baccalaureate institutions, the HECB and the SBCTC. 

This research identified six approaches to course articulation within the two-year systems in other states:

· Statewide translation tables with no change in how colleges number courses. 

· Single state combined transcripts (displaying all courses, but leaving it to the students and the receiving institution to evaluate equivalencies). 

· Virtual course numbering (a neutral identifier as a cross walk) – for all courses, all courses in the core basic skills and distribution requirements of a transfer degree, or a list of the most common courses. 

· Common course numbers and titles (or catalog) for all courses or the most common courses. 

· Competency clusters (described in credit rather than course terms) within a field of study. 

· Standardized curriculum for the core courses in transfer and workforce programs or for some complete workforce programs. 

· The review of how other states approach course articulation also revealed that it is possible to implement any of the solutions in a manner that achieves the goal of simplifying processes for students or to implement the same solution in a manner that is cryptic and of use only to those well versed in the jargon and nuance of transfer in higher education. 

· Please see appendices for a summary of options and state-by-state data. 

Based on the information gathered on cost, SBCTC staff developed a range of costs for each potential solution based on the extent to which courses equivalencies will be examined. The higher cost assumes that faculty at each and every college would need to review all course material to determine equivalencies (consistent with the approach currently utilized by some colleges in review of workforce courses.) The lower cost assumes that course equivalency tables can be created based on existing crosswalks that colleges can quickly validate (consistent with the approach currently common in review of commonly offered transfer courses). Staff first estimated the high end cost as a benchmark and used 20 percent of that cost as the lower end cost. 

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. Options that required very little change to the status quo and did not go far enough to solve the issues outlined in the problem statement were not advanced for further consideration. Although the solutions are presented as discrete choices, they may be combined or adopted incrementally by moving from the solutions that require the least change to those that require more change at a later date. Solutions are listed in order ranging from the least centralized option to the most centralized option.

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. For example, Engl WA 101 would become the identifier for the first course meeting the communications requirement for transfer degrees. This option requires no change in numbering or course content for individual colleges. Changes to the administrative system would be required as this option results in a new layer of data - the storage of the virtual course number and codes describing the role of the course related to core math and communication and distribution requirements (or other related degree requirements unique to the college such as a service learning or diversity course requirement).

Implementation Process: Implementation can range from crosswalking as few as 50 of the most common courses, to crosswalking those courses included in transfer agreements, to the most comprehensive option: crosswalking all courses in the college system. A new numbering scheme would need to be developed to avoid confusion with course numbers that were used previously. System wide, staff and faculty would collaborate to develop a rational virtual course number structure. Implementation would range from staff involvement to validate prepared equivalency tables (the lower cost estimate) to considerable faculty review where course equivalencies crosswalks do not exist or are not considered appropriate means of determining equivalencies (the higher cost estimate). The initial effort would require faculty input but the on-going maintenance could be handled by college administrators. The administrative computing system would need to be modified to implement this option. 

Costs: 

	
	Est. Total Implementation
	Est. Yearly Cost

	Virtual course numbers - 
all courses
	$0.9 - 1.2 million
	$150,000 

	Virtual course numbers - w/transfer degree agreements 
	$0.7 - 1 million
	$150,000 

	Virtual course numbers - most common courses
	$0.6 - 0.7 million
	$100,000 


Benefits:
· This option can be implemented in a fairly short time period and therefore responds quickly to course articulation issues. 

· It is cost-effective because implementation for many of the transfer courses can rely on the process of validating prepared crosswalks based on existing course equivalency lists at the colleges. 

· It does not require a complete revamping of the work already done at each college regarding course content or number. 

· States using a virtual course numbering system report that s tudents and college staff can easily determine course equivalencies. 

· It can be made available electronically and posted at a central site which increases the efficiency for students and institutions of getting course information. 

· Can be implemented incrementally, for example, starting with the 50 most commonly offered courses or starting with the workforce courses students most commonly attempt to transfer. 

· This solution can be the incremental first step evolving into common course numbering over time. 

Risks: 
· There is a perception that virtual course numbering systems tend to be more complex for students. 

· Requires changes to the administrative system. 

· Requires new kinds of college staff and faculty collaboration. 

· Degree audit systems using virtual course numbering typically display results in terms of the virtual course number, requiring translation to the specific college’s course numbers. 

· It may be politically challenging to reach agreement on a single rational course numbering system for the virtual number and on course descriptors for each “generic” course. 

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. Minimal changes to the administrative system would be required as this option results in codes describing the role of the course related to core math and communication and distribution requirements (or other related degree requirements unique to the college such as a service learning or diversity course requirement). The major difference between this option and virtual course numbering is that common course numbering requires changes in the course numbering used at each college. 

Implementation Process:  Implementation can range from numbering and naming as few as 50 of the most common courses, to developing a single statewide catalog for all courses. The latter would require a new structure for statewide curriculum review and acceptance and changes to the common administrative (HP) system. Regardless, a new numbering scheme, such as WA101, would need to be developed to avoid confusion with course numbers that were used previously. The same implementation steps and options related to a rational course numbering and name system as required for Virtual Course Numbering would be needed. The administrative computing system would need to be minimally modified to show how courses apply to degrees. 

Costs: 

	 
	Est Total Implementation
	Est. Yearly Cost

	Common course catalog
	$1.4 million
	$250,000

	Common course numbers - 
all courses
	$0.9 - 1.2 million
	$150,000 

	Common course numbers - 
most common courses
	$0.6 - 0.7 million
	$100,000


Benefits:
· This option is easily understood by users including students, receiving institutions, and the legislature. 

· Perceived to be easier for students to understand than virtual course numbering. 

· Can be implemented incrementally for example, starting with the 50 most commonly offered courses or starting with the workforce courses students most commonly attempt to transfer. 

· This option lends itself to common advising tools and a degree audit system. 

· This option preserves a college’s ability to maintain control of the content of courses, degrees, and certificates. 

· May result in savings to students since they are less likely to repeat courses and to colleges since it will take less time to evaluate transcripts and make articulation decisions. 

Risks:
· It may be politically challenging to reach agreement on a single rational course numbering and naming system that will in future apply to all colleges. 

· Requires changes to the administrative system. 

· Requires new kinds of college staff and faculty collaboration. 

· The common course catalog would require significant change both in terms of how colleges work together and to the administrative system. Both could add years to the implementation timeline. 

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 identified 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. No low cost estimate is given for this option as significant review of courses and curriculum is implicit in this option. This option could be implemented in two ways: 1) standardize curriculum for professional/technical programs only or 2) standardize curriculum for each of the pre-major transfer degrees (such as the new Associate in Business-DTA).

Implementation Process: This is a highly faculty-centric activity, requiring faculty representatives from multiple colleges to do intensive collaborative work on behalf of each program to be standardized (estimated at 50 common programs for our system). A less centralized option is to take the 50 most common courses and standardize the curriculum and identifiers for that curriculum. 

Costs: 

	 
	Est. Total Implementation
	Est. Yearly Cost

	Standardize curriculum (prof/tech) - all courses in programs
	$4 million
	$300,000 

	Standardize curriculum (xfer & prof/tech) - core courses
	$1.7 million
	$200,000 


Benefits: 

· Easiest solution for students who earn credits at multiple colleges. 

·  This solution can be implemented incrementally. 

· It would make it easier for the universities and other community and technical colleges to understand the content of the courses on transcripts. 

· This option reduces some of the costs for common advising tools and a degree audit system. 

Risks: 

· It will be politically challenging to reach agreement on a single set of courses for all similar degree programs. 

· This is the most costly option in both dollars and time. 

· Faculty release time would be needed to develop the curriculum. 

· Perceived to reduce the opportunity for local innovation. 

· A centralized system may slow down colleges’ ability to start courses up quickly. 

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS
Technologies for Communicating Course Articulation

Whatever option the system chooses to improve course articulation among our colleges, communicating information to students, faculty and staff in a clear and easily understood manner will be critical to its success. As such, we have four general choices that represent increasing levels of sophistication. As the form of online communication gets more sophisticated, the costs go up accordingly. These projected costs will be in addition to the estimated costs of the chosen solution.

	Technologies
	One-time cost
	Ongoing cost

	Static information on web pages
	$300,000
	$50,000

	Searchable system-level catalog database
	$400,000
	$50,000

	Interactive system-level translation system (like CAS)
	$500,000
	$50,000

	Interactive system-level degree audit program
	$1 million
	$900,000


Static information on web pages is the least sophisticated and most cumbersome to communicate and search information across large quantities of data. If the chosen solution to improve articulation among colleges were complete standardization of the course catalog and degree/certificate programs, static information on web pages would be an appropriate solution as transfer and degree information would not differ from college to college. Minnesota provides an example at http://www.mntransfer.org/index.html.

Searchable system-level catalog database would extract course and transfer information contained in the colleges’ administrative (HP) systems and present it to students in a searchable form such that they could research course-to-course transferability among our colleges. This solution falls short of informing students how courses from another college would apply to a degree or certificate. An example of this type of feature is on the Washington Online web site at http://www.waol.org/coursecatalog/default.asp.

Interactive system-level translation system (DARS’ CAS, Course Applicability System) has been a budget request of the public baccalaureate institutions in Washington State. Last biennium they requested $1.5 million to provide a statewide two- to four-year CAS. In this system, receiving colleges enter into CAS how courses from other colleges transfer into their institution and then link CAS to the web-based degree audit program that is functioning at their local college. Students type into CAS the course IDs of their completed coursework, the college at which those courses are transcripted, and the courses they plan to take. CAS then interfaces with the receiving college’s degree audit system to evaluate the completed and planned coursework. Find out about UW’s CAS at http://uwash.transfer.org/cas/index.jsp. Find out about WSU’s Cougar TRACs system at http://www.wsu.edu/admissions/transfer.html 

Interactive system-level degree audit system has been an online student services budget request of the community and technical colleges for the past two biennia. It would be fully integrated or interfaced with the colleges’ administrative (HP) databases so that students could automatically run an audit based upon all of their completed and enrolled courses at the colleges. In the implementation cost are funds to employ staff at colleges to build the degree audit templates and translation tables. Ongoing costs include support staff for coordination, technical support and .5 FTE at each college to maintain the system. An example of a statewide degree audit system is in Florida at http://www.facts.org/cgi-bin/eaglec.

Again, the resources and effort estimated to implement each of the potential solutions to improve articulation must be considered in combination with the resources needed to provide the most appropriate student service technology.

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 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

· Work with Higher Education Coordinating Board on 2-4 year issues – HB 2382 requires that the HEC Board convene a workgroup to create a statewide course articulation for two-year to four-year and four-year to four-year articulation. Specific strategies for participating in that work need to be developed. 

· Identify funding for the selected solution and related technology – Since broad cost estimates are included in this report, it is possible to begin conversations about how an implementation process might be funded. 

· Develop detailed implementation strategy which includes deciding if participation in the system is voluntary, establishing criteria for determining if courses are equivalent, writing equivalency tables to identify gaps, deciding ideal level of communication technology needed, creating a new rational numbering structure, building in on-going evaluation, and planning a phase-in process that allows the most common courses to be worked on immediately. 

Appendices:
· Appendix A: List of work group participants 

· Appendix B: Research charts 

· Appendix C: Notes about all options that were considered by work group 

· Appendix D: Description of workgroup process 

