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Abstract

Because today’s students are taking advantage of educational oppor-
tunities in multiple settings to earn an academic credential, maximization 
of transfer credits for all students has become critical. To serve the stu-
dents, it becomes increasingly important for postsecondary institutions 
to consider nontraditional credits for transfer as legitimate forms of learn-
ing, while also maintaining academic standards. This chapter will examine 
a variety of transfer credit types such as the College-Level Examination 
Program (CLEP), portfolio assessment, competency-based credits, and 
more. Many exams have become standardized and have been included as 
acceptable transfer credit substitutes to aid students’ educational goals. 
However, other types of learning assessment have not been regularly 



SUPPORTING THE SUCCESS OF ADULT AND ONLINE STUDENTS

236 237

Review of the Literature

Transfer Students

Students are becoming increasingly itinerant during their time of 
study. Of the students attending postsecondary institutions in 2010/11, 
18.4 percent transferred from another state or territory. In the academic 
year 2013/14, Washington institutions, for example, awarded 13 percent 
of postsecondary credentials to students who began studies outside of 
Washington State (National Student Clearinghouse, 2015a).

According to the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center data, 
for the period of 2013–14, “46 percent of students who completed a degree 
at a four-year institution were enrolled at a two-year at some point in the pre-
vious 10 years” (National Student Clearinghouse, 2015b). For students who 
make the move from a two-year to a four-year college, the Washington four-
year schools showed a 70 percent student retention rate at the four-year level. 
However, this does not include movement between four-year institutions. 
“About one in nine students who start college in any fall term, transfer to a 
different institution by the following fall” (National Student Clearinghouse, 
2015b). Nationwide, between 2008 and 2014, 2.4 million institutional transfers 
in higher education occurred (Education Commission of the States, 2015).

These statistics support the reality that students are on the move 
between higher education institutions, and are likely to make multiple 
moves throughout their academic career. With the numbers of students 
seeking transfer credits between colleges, institutions face challenges in 
reviewing and awarding transfer credits toward completion of a creden-
tial. Institutions must balance reviewing credit for program requirements, 
general education requirements, and school residency while maximizing 
the use of a student’s available credits.

Common Types of Institutional Student Transfer

Institutional transfer patterns can take many forms. The most common 
three are vertical transfer, horizontal or lateral transfer, and reverse transfer. 
Vertical transfer occurs when a student completes coursework in a two-year 
institution and then transfers to a four-year college. Horizontal or lateral 

included as transferable, which can create the need for students to dupli-
cate prior learning. It has become imperative for postsecondary institu-
tions to work together to identify and accept a larger variety of transfer 
credits to aid in student success and remove any barriers in attaining edu-
cational goals.

Overview

Today’s students are taking advantage of educational opportuni-
ties in multiple settings to earn an academic credential. Due to the use 
of multiple education settings, maximization of transfer credits for all 
students has become critical. The utilization of prior learning credits, 
whether from other institutions, testing organizations, or challenge ex-
aminations and assessment portfolios, has become an important topic 
of conversation. Students encounter significant challenges moving 
these diverse credits to the credential-awarding institution. Each institu-
tion sets its own policy of acceptance around transfer credits, tests, and 
learning assessment. Due to the variance, students with highly mobile 
lives can have difficulty when seeking to complete an academic creden-
tial. It has become imperative for postsecondary institutions to work 
together to identify and accept common forms of legitimate transfer 
credits to aid in student success and remove any barriers in attaining 
educational goals.

Expanding and clarifying alternative forms of earning credit is be-
ing mandated by state legislators, in part to recognize the need to as-
sist students in the process of completing degrees. Washington State 
law RCW 28B.77.230 entitled “Academic credit for prior learning—
Goals—Work group—Reports” creates a series of goals for all institu-
tions of higher learning, private and public, in Washington to “increase 
the number and type of academic credits accepted for prior learning 
and the number of students who receive credit for prior learning that 
counts towards their major or towards earning a degree, certificate, or 
credential, while ensuring that credit is awarded only for high-quality, 
course-level competencies” (Washington State Legislature, n.d.). The 
RCW continues to request metrics, support, and faculty development 
and articulation agreements among other areas to accomplish these 
goals.
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policies can make academic goal setting and evaluation of credit more acces-
sible. For example, the College-Level Examination Program (CLEP), Defense 
Activity for Non-Traditional Education Support (DANTES), and Subject 
Standardized Tests (DSST) examinations also come with American Council on 
Education (ACE) college-level credit recommendations, as do Joint Services 
Transcripts (JSTs) and a variety of work-related training. Having a policy that 
plainly states that ACE credit recommendations and ACE score thresholds are 
honored for transfer can achieve the acceptance of a variety of credits with-
out having to create intricate policies for each exam/hours/type.

Advanced Placement Examinations

Advanced Placement (AP) exams are typically taken by secondary 
school students who are seeking either placement into a higher-level col-
lege course, or who are seeking college credit. (College Board, 2015). Again, 
students are faced with varying school policies, in which some schools will 
take the AP exam as a placement exam, while others will award college-
level credit and place the student in higher levels within the discipline. 
Generally, many schools accept an AP score of three (3) or higher for col-
lege credit, but again this varies by institutional policy. Similar to the exams 
covered by ACE recommendations, a clear policy stating transferability of 
AP credit that is accessible to transferring student groups would be helpful.

Articulations

Another important aspect of transfer is the use of articulation agree-
ments. An articulation agreement creates a bridge between one college’s 
program to another college’s program or from course to course, or even 
nontraditional learning environment to college credit. These agreements 
set clear expectations and parameters for the receiving institution. For ex-
ample, an articulation agreement may include which department or indi-
vidual within an organization may report internal training, how to officially 
present documentation to the receiving institution, which particular train-
ing experiences may result in an elective credit, and what college credit 
value that elective would earn. Articulations are particularly helpful if a 
student identifies that s/he will be attending multiple schools in advance 

transfer occurs when a student moves from a two-year college to another 
two-year college or four-year to a four-year, et cetera. And reverse transfer 
occurs when a student transfers coursework from a four-year college back 
to a two-year institution (National Center for Education Statistics, 2014).

Integration into the Student Experience

Transfer Credit

Because of this high mobility rate for students, clear transfer crite-
ria easily interpreted by students from diverse backgrounds is essential. 
Students and institutional staff must plan ahead to be sure that credits 
taken and awarded at one institution can be transferred toward a creden-
tial at another institution whenever possible.

Veterans

This issue has long existed with students in the military since they are 
repositioned so often. The Veterans Administration utilizes a preauthoriza-
tion letter to accomplish transfer credit approval between schools. When a 
student, using VA benefits, chooses to take a course from another institution 
(known as a “guest school”) and wishes to receive benefits for the enroll-
ment, s/he must gain permission of the main school (known as the “parent 
school”), which includes transferability requirements and authorization that 
the course being completed at the “guest” school will be transferable into 
the “parent” school program. (United States Department of Veterans Affairs, 
2009). This process, called the VA Once system, ensures transferability once 
the official transcript is received and evaluated by the “parent school.”

Common Exams and American Council on Education 
Recommendations

However, utilizing the VA Once system for non-VA students is not a vi-
able option. Streamlining this process for all students through clear transfer 
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learning outcome, competency-based coursework breaks the learning out 
to smaller achievable goals and may have partial credit values per com-
petency. Additionally, competency-based coursework does not yet have 
a common standard of recording student knowledge on an official tran-
script, making translation of the credits even more perplexing for a tradi-
tional school. Further, competency-based work may or may not designate 
upper or lower division credits, as the knowledge is focused on reaching 
competency in a set of required knowledge, not on levels of coursework 
associated more closely with Bloom’s taxonomy. All of these factors create 
a challenge for a student seeking transfer from a competency-based pro-
gram to a traditional school/program.

In these cases, it is key for the credential evaluators and faculty to work 
closely together, utilizing the expertise in credit transfer and content, re-
spectively. Faculty can review competency-based areas to see if combina-
tions of the learning meet particular course outcomes, while credential 
evaluators review the documentation needed to support the credit trans-
fer within a specific plan.

The option of waivers is a real possibility in these types of transfers. Faculty 
may determine a student meets the course outcomes for a particular course, 
and yet the credits are not at the desired level (for example, upper division 
is required, but the competency-based credits may not be not considered 
upper division). The faculty may waive the upper division class, giving stu-
dents the option to take new coursework at the upper level of their choice. Of 
course, the best option is to find direct equivalencies, but this can present a 
challenge when translating competency-based work into traditional credits.

In some cases, students may have proven competency in three or four 
required learning outcomes for a class but still be missing a vital piece that 
does not allow for the waiver. In such cases, another option is to offer an 
individualized learning contract for the missing learning area. In this way, 
the student gains the missing knowledge while also being able to make 
use of the credits taken previously under the competency-based program.

Lessons Learned, Tips for Success, and 
Recommendations

Postsecondary institutions often use peer consultation groups to learn 
about changes that influence higher education. Membership to groups such 
as the American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers 

so that the agreement can be used to advise the student on a pathway to 
success for all institutions/organizations while minimizing paperwork for 
both the sending and receiving institution.

Challenge Exams/Learning Assessments for Credit

Some students return to school with knowledge from work or indepen-
dent learning, which is not officially noted on a transcript. Often the DSST or 
CLEP exams are recommended if they have an exam in the field, but if no exam 
is available for the field of experience, a school challenge exam or learning as-
sessment process may be used if permitted by school policy. Challenge exams 
are typically for courses offered at the college (the college should not assess 
for a class it does not offer) and usually carries a fee, which is less than the reg-
ular tuition rate for the course. A qualified instructor designs the exam or pa-
pers that will be used to prove competency and awards credit if competency 
has been proved. Successes and failures are recorded on the official transcript. 
Similarly, the learning assessment process is a way in which a student works 
more directly with an instructor on proving competency for earned credit, 
usually through a written portfolio on the topics being assessed.

Currently, challenge exams and learning assessments generally are 
not transferable to other institutions, although this should change. For ex-
ample, in the state of Washington, some groups have begun discussions 
around transferring these types of credit. The acceptance of these cred-
its for transfer is reliant upon the idea that the institution initially award-
ing credit is using its expertise to assess the course outcomes, just like it 
might in a classroom setting, but using a differing pathway to collect the 
information from the student. It is simply a different assessment process 
than that of the traditional classroom/online setting. Therefore, the credit 
is valid and may be transferable. However, while this conversation contin-
ues, these types of credits are not yet commonly accepted as transfer.

Competency Learning Transfer

The newest challenge is that of transferring competency-based cred-
its to traditional programs. Competency-based credits are often recorded 
on the transcript as individual competencies. While traditional college 
courses typically have multiple competencies combined for a course 
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(AACRAO), and similar state/regional groups, allows institutions to consult 
with colleagues when a new mode of credit delivery/transcription is devel-
oping and moving into general use. Representation on state-level boards 
and committees can also enhance the depth and timeliness of knowledge 
with anticipated changes in higher education. Additionally, it remains im-
portant to be mindful of accreditation standards, which may differ across ac-
crediting bodies. How the accrediting agency may define some credits, such 
as competency-based credits, and how the home institution may transcript 
these credits, can affect how colleges and universities in other regions review 
and transfer credits. Due to the complexity and levels of stakeholders, main-
taining ongoing open communication with peers, government oversight, 
and accreditors can be critical when these shifts in higher education occur.

Conclusion

Postsecondary students are utilizing credits from diverse sources to 
fulfill educational requirements. The government is encouraging postsec-
ondary institutions to consider ways in which they can support students 
who are transferring credits earned in multiple alternative settings. This 
situation calls upon postsecondary institutions to review how they accept 
credits from examinations, experience, traditional credits, and the new-
er competency-based credit model and how those experiences become 
credits within a conferred credential. Institutions that work together using 
a variety of methods, such as articulations and standardized policies, will 
be able to better serve students by accepting credits, without the student 
needing to re-prove knowledge at each institution or take additional cred-
its when one institution refuses what another institution has previously 
accepted. As new conversations continue, it will be crucial for credential-
granting institutions to work in concert with students, professional orga-
nizations, state and national government, and accrediting bodies to form 
a network that better serves today’s mobile students.
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