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Participants engaged in a wide-ranging conversation about the challenges and opportunities that 
surround transfer and the core: 

 In Texas, 60% of students start their college experience at a community college and 78% of 
baccalaureate graduates take some community college hours.  

 Increased pressure for students to take dual credit, AP, otherwise engage in college-level 
learning while they are in high school exists in stark contrast to the fact that two thirds to 
three quarters of the students who graduate high school are not college ready.  

 Those that start at the community college are more likely to be first generation, to need 
remediation, to be juggling the demands of work and family, to have fewer financial 
resources and to have less access to advising. 

 The two-track educational system, where students pursue either ‘academic’ or 
‘technical/vocational’ training is deeply and almost intractably embedded in the structures 
of community colleges – and starts in high school, where students may take Career and 
Technical Dual Credit Courses, unaware that such courses are unlikely to contribute to a 
bachelors degree upon graduation.  This ‘glass ceiling’ is thickest for students who come 
from economically and educationally challenged circumstances. 

 The path through this maze is not well delineated, and students don’t really know the right 
questions to ask as they make their way through – asking ‘will this course transfer,’ rather 
than ‘will this course apply to the degree I am seeking.’  

 The typical course-taking pattern reflects a ‘cafeteria’ model, where students choose their 
own courses – and often fill their trays with more courses than they need. In Texas the 
average number of hours as student has taken when they receive an associate’s degree is 
95 – half again as many hours as they need.  

 Significantly for our work here, students will not necessarily take these courses in a 
particular sequence – so scaffolding the learning across courses is very difficult – and this 
scaffolding may need to occur across three or more institutions – from high school to 
community college(s) to university – and these are institutions with very different cultures, 
economic incentives, and legislative strictures.  
 

Yet, it may surprise you to know that our conversation was surprisingly optimistic.  
 

 Despite these challenges, a community college education can be a time of intellectual 
awakening, where students first ‘find themselves’ as learners and first glimpse a range of 
opportunities that were not previously visible to them. 

 Community colleges provide well-developed courses, delivered by dedicated faculty at one-
third the cost of university classes, often in a more convenient location. They open the door 
to higher education for a much broader band of society – a society that desperately needs 
more students with post-secondary skills.  



 Community college faculty are actively engaged in finding ways to contextualize learning so 
that it anchors the concepts in the experience and interests of the student, yet does not 
restrict the applicability of that learning to a single field.  

 More universities are designing undergraduate programs that will help students remove 
the glass ceiling from technical degree paths – and intentionally seeking ways to weave the 
core around and through the more career-focused elements of the degree. 

 Community colleges and universities are working together to move away from the 
‘cafeteria model’ and build clear ‘pathways’ that provide a sequential, choice-limited frame 
to give students a map through the maze – pathways for both technical and academic 
programs. 

 At this time, these pathways must be developed on a program-by-program (more than an 
institution-by-institution) basis, that must be re-confirmed annually – a process that is not 
sustainable, over time.  Yet these early steps do provide the context for building a better 
future.  They encourage program-to-program and faculty-to-faculty conversations, 
developing relationships that help students avoid the potholes in their educational paths. 
These are significantly helpful first steps.  
 

 If we can find ways to construct pathways that include more than the list of courses in 
sequence – ways that also help to scaffold the learning across courses – we can enrich the 
future of our students and our society. We can make progress, today, by 

o Using the common language and common learning goals that are embedded in the 
core learning outcomes and VALUE rubrics  

o Incorporating the expectation that such learning will be immediately put to use in 
the context of messy problems from the first encounter, onward 

o Building relationships that span institutional boundaries and support students 
across the gaps – even as we build the bridge as we cross it. 

 
In many ways the challenges of transfer are the same challenges that all our students face … but in 
the context of less clarity and consistent support.  If we can find a way through this moonscape, it 
can be a benefit for all students.  

 


