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TACKLING TRANSFER
The Aspen Institute College Excellence Program, HCM Strategists, and Sova have joined together through the 
Tackling Transfer initiative to partner with institutional leaders, policymakers, and practitioners in Minnesota, Texas, 
and Virginia to dramatically improve transfer outcomes for baccalaureate-seeking students who begin at community 
colleges. This comprehensive effort incorporates policy, practice, research, and strategic communications to foster 
the conditions for scaled and measurable improvements for baccalaureate-seeking transfer students, including 
the large number of students from low income backgrounds and students of color who begin their education at 
community colleges.

The Aspen Institute College Excellence Program aims to advance higher education practices and leadership that 
significantly improve student learning, completion, and employment after college—especially for the many students 
from low-income backgrounds and students of color on American campuses.

HCM Strategists is a public policy and advocacy consulting firm committed to removing barriers and transforming 
how education is delivered. Our work focuses on developing sound public policy, aligning teaching and learning 
practices and advancing meaningful accountability and equitable strategic financing. HCM works to support leaders 
and organizations that prioritize the voices and outcomes of Black, Hispanic, Native American, recent immigrant, 
low-income and adult students. 

Sova focuses on improving the quality and accelerating the pace of complex problem solving in the areas of higher 
education and workforce development. Animated by a core commitment to advancing socioeconomic mobility 
for more Americans, Sova pursues its mission through distinctive approaches to will-building, strategic planning, 
change leadership and process improvement.

Our work on transfer is made possible by the generous support from Ascendium, ECMC Foundation, Joyce 
Foundation, and the Kresge Foundation.
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Introduction
Imagine this transfer partnership scenario: key 
senior leaders, faculty, and administrators from 
a community college and four-year institution 
pore over transfer student outcomes data—from 
high-level measures like graduation rates to more 
granular information like course-level grades in 
community college. As they sift through the data, 
they ask, “what is working well? What isn’t?”  

It is an annual exercise essential to realizing 
ambitious transfer goals and building trust among 
partners. The data review is also action-oriented—
when the data expose areas for improvement, the 
partners work together to better align curricula 
and advising to advance shared goals for improved 
and more equitable transfer student success.
This scenario is not fiction. It is exactly what 
happens between the University of Central 
Florida (UCF) and Valencia College, which share 
a comprehensive transfer student outcomes 
dashboard that is updated every term. 

This wasn’t always the case. The UCF and Valencia 
story is one of continuous improvement, with their 
data dashboards symbolic of that philosophy. Long 
before arriving at course-level data embedded in 
sophisticated visualizations, the partners started 
in a place that will resonate with others in higher 
education: a bold vision and strategy for student 
success, a set of basic metrics to guide reform 
efforts, and regular routines to interpret the data 
collaboratively.

This report provides information to transfer 
partners aiming to develop data-sharing routines 
in service of their larger transfer student success 
and equity strategies. It includes data guides 
that summarize key quantitative measures that 
leaders and practitioners from community colleges 
and four-year universities can use to evaluate 
how well their institutions and partnerships 
are serving transfer students, identify areas of 
opportunity for improvement, and make the 
case to key stakeholders. The data guides include 

detailed definitions, recommended disaggregation, 
and derivative analyses—all ready to be shared 
with analysts from institutional research or 
effectiveness offices.

The report also takes a deeper dive into the data-
sharing culture that has helped shape the UCF-
Valencia relationship and the nationally acclaimed 
DirectConnect to UCF® program as an example 
of how the data can be put into action to support 
better and more equitable outcomes for transfer 
students.   
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The Data-Driven Culture Behind the 
National Success Story 
The University of Central Florida and Valencia College

DirectConnect to UCF® is best known for its 
programmatic elements: clearly defined academic 
and nonacademic milestones, personalized 
coaching, and guaranteed admission to UCF for 
students from six partnering Florida state colleges. 
Valencia is UCF’s largest transfer partner, sending 
over 4,500 students each year.
 
DirectConnect to UCF® is a bona fide success story. 
In 2019, after 14 years in operation, UCF conferred 
over 50,000 bachelor’s degree through the 
program. Of those fifty thousand, a total of 28,959 
were awarded to students who transferred from 
Valencia.1 In a typical graduating class, students 
from lower-income backgrounds and communities 
of color are overrepresented in comparison to first-
time-in-college (FTIC) graduates.  

At the state level, a strong policy environment that 
supports clear 2+2 programs and applicability of 
transfer credit certainly helps foster the conditions 
for DirectConnect’s success.2 What sets UCF 
and Valencia apart is a partnership enterprise 
whose data-driven culture is rivaled only by its 
unwavering focus on student success and equity 
for students from historically underrepresented 
communities. 

An Evolving Evaluation Framework 
Rooted in Shared Goals
“The goals will drive the data,” said Jeff Jones, 
the former vice provost for UCF Connect and UCF 
Global, who led UCF’s DirectConnect efforts from 
2013 until his retirement in October 2020.  

Stakeholders at both UCF and Valencia have a clear 
understanding of the goals of DirectConnect. First, 
through transfer: to prepare more local students—
especially those from minoritized backgrounds—

to thrive in a regional economy that is putting 
a growing premium on bachelor’s degrees. And 
second: to ensure that those students graduate 
as efficiently as possible to make their education 
affordable.   

The goals have remained a constant north star, 
but the way UCF and Valencia evaluate their 
partnership continues to deepen and grow more 
sophisticated. Until 2014, UCF published annual 
PDF feedback reports on transfer student outcomes 
for each of the DirectConnect partners. The reports 
addressed the diversity of students transferring to 
UCF; what colleges and majors those students were 
selecting, and the frequency of major changes; 
students’ GPAs in the first fall and at graduation; 
and whether and how quickly students were 
graduating and from which programs. 

Alongside the data reports—in a step that is too 
often overlooked by other transfer partnerships—
UCF and Valencia maintained regular routines 
to examine the data, individually and together. 
For instance, DirectConnect leaders at UCF 
currently meet internally once a week, while VPs 
and provosts from UCF and Valencia meet four 
times a year to identify opportunities to advance 
their relationship and processes. Additionally, 
the presidents, faculty, and administrators across 
the DirectConnect consortium meet annually 
to discuss the data and learn from each other’s 
challenges and triumphs. 

At Valencia, this routine evaluation increased 
the demand for more granular transfer student 
outcomes data. Senior leaders used the feedback 
reports to shape DirectConnect 2.0, the vision for 
the next phase of their partnership with UCF and 
a core part of Valencia’s 2016-2021 Impact Plan. 
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Among the plan’s priority objectives were the use 
of course-level data to support stronger curricular 
alignment with UCF, and a more robust data 
partnership with UCF to drive decision making.

Since then, UCF’s office of Institutional Knowledge 
Management moved the PDF reports to cloud-
based dashboards that are updated each term. 
The dashboards include new analyses that help all 
DirectConnect partners understand relationships 
between the transfer student academic journey 
and their outcomes. For instance, partners can use 
the dashboards to visualize which prerequisite 
courses at the state colleges best prepare transfer 
students for success in their UCF pathway, and 
whether the time elapsed between taking a 
prerequisite at the state college and the next 
course in the sequence at UCF is related to student 
outcomes. The findings are informing curricular 
alignment and transfer advising processes and 
structures. 

To realize DirectConnect’s goals fully, UCF and 
Valencia recognized the need to extend their 
focus to what happens before students arrive on 
Valencia’s campus. In partnership with the School 
District of Osceola County and Orange County 
Public Schools, UCF and Valencia launched the 
Central Florida Education Ecosystem Database 
(CFEED), a pre-kindergarten through postsecondary 

data-sharing collaborative aimed at identifying 
concrete actions that can increase student success. 
Identifiable student-level data sets CFEED apart 
from earlier data-sharing agreements.3 While UCF 
and Valencia’s evaluative efforts depended on data 
from past transfer students to improve practice 
and policy for future transfer students, CFEED is 
paving the way for real-time interventions. 
  

Future Outlook
UCF and Valencia have sharpened the focus 
of their broad vision and goals for transfer by 
identifying aspirational targets for transfer 
student success and equity. They did this through 
increased sophistication in evaluating transfer 
student outcomes data. For instance, UCF included 
a 75 percent four-year graduation rate goal for 
transfer students for the 2016-2021 period of its 
strategic plan.4 Valencia incorporated concrete 
goals for transfer student outcomes and equity as 
part of its 2021-2030 strategic planning discussions 
with its board of trustees.5 By defining their vision, 
in purpose and measure, UCF and Valencia can 
evaluate through data whether they are on track to 
realizing this progress.
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Building Internal Transfer Student 
Outcomes Reporting Capacity
Many institutions can replicate the routines of data 
sharing and review between UCF and Valencia. 
But for some acquiring the data—even the basic 
elements—that support those routines may be 
challenging.

Currently, federal reporting requirements do 
not offer a practical framework for evaluating 
community college transfer outcomes.6 
Additionally, state or system-level public reporting 
often lacks consistency and transparency, 
especially for outcomes for transfer students 
of color and from lower-income backgrounds. 
For these reasons, many two- and four-year 
institutional leaders must rely on their offices of 
institutional research or effectiveness to collect, 
report, and examine fundamental transfer student 
outcomes data.

We have found starting places that make this work 
possible in even the most resource-constrained 
environments. State data reporting, though 
incomplete, can offer basic, high-level outcomes 
and allow benchmarking for public (and sometimes 
private) institutions. Data from the National 
Student Clearinghouse (NSC), whose datasets 
trace student enrollment and completion across 
multiple locations over time, is also a good staring 
place. Researchers can analyze NSC data using the 
Tracking Transfer framework, a set of five common 
measures that can be used by two- and four-year 
institutions, as well as states and systems, to 
evaluate the effectiveness of community college 
transfer.7  

Ultimately, institutional leaders can push to 
develop the more detailed evaluations that can 
support continuous improvement of transfer 
strategy, policy, and practice. More specifically, 
leaders can invest a mix of time, influence, and 
resources to enable the necessary internal data 
processes, infrastructure, and capacity. In this 

report, we aim to guide that investment. We 
propose a set of analyses that builds on the 
foundational Tracking Transfer measures and can 
provide additional context to inform and evaluate 
institution- or partnership-level transfer reform 
efforts. We combine insights from several sources:

•	 As part of the Tackling Transfer project:

•	 The state-level transfer goal-setting process 
in Minnesota, Texas, and Virginia (see report 
for further information on goal setting) 

•	 The design of state- and institution-level 
transfer data reports for public two- and 
four-year institutions in Texas and Virginia 

•	 Semi-structured interviews with institutional 
experts, primarily from UCF, Valencia, and 
Virginia two- and four-year institutions

•	 A review of existing literature and a sample 
of publicly available transfer datasets from 
states and systems8
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Transfer Student Success and Equity Data
Executive Summary of Basic Key Performance Indicators  

Use: We recommend the following data for presidents and provosts/Chief Academic Officers to 
evaluate annually, both with key stakeholders in academic and student affairs at their individual 
institutions and in collaboration with their two- or four-year counterparts. 

Executive-Level Data Disaggregation: It is important to understand who your transfer students are and 
where the transfer process might have inequities. Where applicable, disaggregate basic measures by—at 
minimum—whether students completed an associate degree before transferring, demographics (for example, 
race/ethnicity and income), and for each top transfer partner institutions. Other comparison groups include 
program/major, full-/part-time status, age, commuter status, first-generation status, veteran students, 
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) recipient, student parents status, specialized cohort program 
participants (e.g., scholarship cohorts, bridge programs), and other groups that may be of interest to leaders in 
specific institutional contexts.   

Two-Year Institution Basic KPIs Four-Year Institution Basic KPIs

KEY QUESTIONS MEASURE KEY QUESTIONS MEASURE

How many of our students 
want to transfer?

Bachelor’s intent How many of our new 
students transferred from 
community college?

Annual entering 
community college 
transfer-in cohort

Are students taking the 
early steps associated 
with transfer success? 

College-level math and 
English completion

How common is prior 
community college 
enrollment among our 
entire student body?

Total annual community 
college transfer 
enrollment

How many students are 
transferring and how long 
does it take them?

Vertical transfer-out How well are transfer 
students being retained?

Fall-to-fall transfer 
student retention rate

Are students completing 
associate degrees before 
transferring?

Associate degree 
completion prior to 
transfer

How do transfer students 
fare academically?

Community college 
transfer-in cohort GPA

How many credits are 
students earning before 
transferring?

Average total credits 
earned prior to transfer

How many transfer 
students complete their 
degrees and how long 
does it take them?

Community college 
transfer-in cohort 
bachelor’s completion

How many students 
are completing 
bachelor’s degrees after 
transferring?

Transfer-out bachelor’s 
completion

How many credits does it 
take transfer students to 
complete their bachelor’s 
degrees? 

Average total credits 
earned, bachelor’s 
completers

How effective is our 
institution at promoting 
bachelor’s degree 
completion?

Community college 
cohort bachelor’s 
completion

How many of our 
graduates rely on 
community college 
transfer pathways?

Bachelor’s degrees 
awarded to transfer 
students
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Operationalizing Transfer Evaluation 
The tables in this report provide more detailed guidance for institutional research and effectiveness offices, 
including suggested data definitions; an expanded set of disaggregated data (for example, major/program 
level), additional compound or derivative analyses, and other notes that aim to support senior teams, faculty, 
and administrators in using the data to evaluate institution- and partnership-level transfer practice and policy. 

Setting up for success:  
Using institutional transfer goals to audit basic data processes and systems

Institutional data systems may not include key identifiers for community college transfer students.9 As institutional 
leaders determine their transfer student success and equity goals, they should ask for an audit of whether their 
institutions’s data collection, entry, and warehousing systems would support the reporting and evaluation of their 
desired outcomes. Questions might include:   

1.	 What transfer student data are being collected and entered into the customer relationship 
management (CRM) or student information (SIS) systems?  

2.	 What quality control mechanisms are in place to ensure transfer student data are being  
reliably captured?  

3.	 At four-year institutions, are those responsible for data entry including fields such as transfer 
student’s origin institution name and type, their incoming GPAs, or how many credits students 
are transferring in? What sources of data (for example, registrar transcript evaluation, admissions, 
financial aid) need to be accessed and/or integrated to perform desired assessments?

4.	 At two-year institutions, how and when is bachelor’s intent captured? How are transfer and 
bachelor’s completion being tracked, overall and by student destination?
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Appendix
Two-Year Institution Transfer Student Success and Equity Basic Dataset Details

Measure 
Name

Measure 
Description

Recommended 
Disaggregation*

Suggested 
Derivative or 
Compound 
Analyses

Notes
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Bachelor’s 
intent

The count and 
proportion of 
students in the 
degree-seeking, 
first-time-in-
college entering 
cohortB who self-
report an interest 
in attaining a 
bachelor’s degree. 

   In addition to providing important and early 
student-level information to advisors, data on 
bachelor’s intent, especially when disaggregated 
by demographics, can be used to make the 
case to four-year partners that transfer from 
community college can support enrollment, 
diversity, and equity goals.

Students can self-report bachelor’s intent 
through the application process. An 
alternative to self-reported data is enrollment 
in a transfer-oriented degree or course taking 
pattern. The advantage to self-reported 
bachelor’s intent is that it does not exclude 
students who enroll in degrees that are not 
oriented toward transfer.  

College-
level math 
and English 
completion 

The count and 
proportion of the 
entering cohort 
who receive a 
passing and 
transferrable 
grade in college-
level math and 
English by the 
end of their first 
year of community 
college. 

   Transfer-out 
and bachelor’s 
completion by 
math/English 
course completion

Course completion should be reported for 
math only, English only, and math and English 
in combination.

Most four-year institutions will only allow 
students to transfer courses with a C grade 
or higher. We recommend counting students 
who receive a passing and transferrable grade 
in a college-level math and/or English course 
by the end of their first year. 

Two-year institutions may need to determine 
if there is divergence between what they and 
their four-year partners consider “college-
level,” what each considers a passing grade, 
and the implications those differences may 
have for the course being an indicator of 
transfer success.  

Vertical 
transfer-out

The count and 
proportion of 
students in the 
entering cohort 
that transferredC 
to a four-year 
institution within 
two, three, and up 
to six years from 
community college 
entry.

    Top five 
destination four-
year institutions by 
transfer students 
enrolled from 
the two-year 
institution 

Six-year transfer-out data are available  
through the NSC. 

The proportion or rate of transfer should be 
calculated based on a denominator that includes 
all entering degree-seeking students, not just 
the students who indicate bachelor’s intent upon 
entry. This approach casts a wide net to include 
all students who may aspire to a bachelor’s 
degree that static indicators of bachelor’s intent 
may not fully capture. 
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Four-Year Institution Transfer Student Success and Equity Basic Dataset Details

Measure 
Name

Measure 
Description

Recommended 
Disaggregation*

First-time-in-
college (FTIC) 
comparison

Suggested 
Derivative or 
Compound 
Analyses

Notes
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Annual 
entering 
community 
college 
transfer-in 
cohort

Count of new 
students enrolled 
at the four-
year institution 
as of the fall 
survey date who 
transferred in 
from a two-year 
institution

     Top five sending 
institutionsB 
by two-year 
transfer student 
enrollment. 

Two-year transfer 
enrollment as 
a proportion of 
entering class 
(first-year + 
transfer)

The transfer-in cohort 
will be the denominator 
for future indicators such 
as the transfer student 
retention rate and 
graduation rates. 

We recommend 
counting all students 
who transferred in from 
a community college, 
including those who 
attended multiple 
institutions before 
enrolling at the four-year 
institution. 

Total annual 
community 
college 
transfer 
enrollment

Count of the total 
number of new 
and continuing 
students enrolled 
at the four-
year institution 
as of the fall 
survey date who 
transferred in 
from a two-year 
institution

     Proportion of 
total enrollment 
made up of 
students who 
transferred 
from two-year 
institutions

Some institutions may 
consider reporting 
equivalent measures for 
spring- or summer-start 
students. 

Fall-to-fall 
transfer 
student 
retention rate

The proportion 
of students in 
a community 
college transfer-in 
cohort who were 
still enrolled the 
following fall

    A direct 
comparison 
would be the 
persistence rates 
of transfer and 
FTIC students 
after achieving 
junior status.

Some institutions may 
consider fall-to-spring or 
other retention metrics 
that include sizeable 
populations of non-fall start 
transfer students.

Community 
college 
transfer-in 
cohort GPA

Average 
cumulative GPA 
of two-year 
transfer students 
over time (e.g., 
at enrollment, 
after first term, 
first-year, and at 
graduation)

    When combined 
with program-level 
disaggregation, four-year 
institutions can work in 
partnership with two-year 
schools to align curricula 
where transfer student 
performance could 
improve.

See Appendix for full tables

Two-Year Institution Transfer Student 
Success and Equity Basic Dataset Details

Four-Year Institution Transfer Student 
Success and Equity Basic Dataset Details
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Building on the Basics

The Need for Complementary Qualitative 
Data
The proposed quantitative measures can indicate 
only whether transfer milestones in the aggregate 
are being met—not how or why. Complementary 
qualitative data from student focus groups and 
surveys that assess transfer student experiences 
are essential to building an understanding of 
the numbers and how they relate to transfer 
practice and policy. Collection of qualitative 
data should include a range of transfer student 
perspectives—including those who intended to 
but did not transfer or complete their bachelor’s—
and interrogate multiple aspects of transfer 
student experiences across two- and four-year 
institutions, such as knowledge and usage of 
services, perception of supports and challenges, 
and indicators of life circumstances not typically 
captured by student information systems. Starting 
points include existing survey instruments, such 
as the Survey of Entering Student Engagement 
(SENSE),10 the Community College Survey of 
Student Engagement (CCSSE),11 and the National 
Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE),12 all of 
which can be used to assess prospective or current 
transfer student engagement, an important marker 
of student experiences. 

Another strong example of qualitative transfer 
data is the biennial University of California 
Undergraduate Experience Survey, which 
collects responses on student satisfaction and 
engagement and, more recently, food insecurity 
and homelessness.13 The UC System analyses, 
which are available by individual campus level, can 
be filtered to focus on transfer students; this brings 
crucial visibility to the experiences of a student 
population that is too often underrecognized and 
underserved. 

Next Frontiers

Formative Evaluation
In this report, we recommend analyses that are 
summative in nature, aiming to support the 
improvement of future transfer practice and policy. 
Formative evaluation of transfer practice, such as 
assessments after transfer advising appointments 
or A-B testing of transfer student communications 
campaigns, are an additional layer of assessment 
that can support current and prospective transfer 
students in real time. For instance, University of 
Utah advisors at Salt Lake Community College 
administered a survey at the conclusion of 
transfer advising appointments to test student 
understanding of articulation agreements. Scores 
indicated room for greater clarity, which led to 
changes to the transfer advising training manual 
and student-facing resources. 

Benchmarking at the State and National Level
Unless adopted by states or systems, institutional 
adoption of the recommended evaluation 
framework would not allow for cross-institutional 
or peer comparisons, which are often used 
to understand relative effectiveness and 
build support among key stakeholders. One 
promising development: the expansion of the 
NSC’s Postsecondary Data Partnership (PDP), 
which allows users to evaluate and benchmark 
institutional outcomes and equity, including for 
transfer students. The PDP provides interactive 
data dashboards and visualization by combining 
NSC data with transcript and demographic 
data that is self-reported by institutions in a 
standardized format. The PDP’s transfer measures 
are still in the earlier phases of development, 
especially for four-year institutions. Still, the PDP 
should be able to support widespread tracking 
and benchmarking of critical transfer student 
outcomes in the coming years. 
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In the meantime, scaled adoption of these 
institution-level recommendations can help lay 
the groundwork for future transfer outcomes 
benchmarking opportunities at the system, state, 
and national levels. 

Advanced Institutional Measures
We have seen many examples of more advanced 
analyses that two- and four-year institutions can 
pursue individually and in partnership to inform 
their efforts to improve transfer student success. 
Examples include:

•	 Evaluating whether students are meeting the 
Early Momentum Metrics recommended by 
CCRC; these are early milestones strongly 
associated with increased likelihood of transfer 
and completion, especially for historically 
underserved student populations.14,15

•	 Using degree audits to measure credit 
applicability to degree requirements, such as 
the work being piloted by the City University 
of New York’s Articulation of Credit Transfer 
project.16 

•	 Tracking whether community college students 
that have entered a structured transfer 
pathway (for example, a specific major/pre-
major as opposed to an unstructured general 
studies or transfer associate degree) are 
completing the right classes that support timely 
transfer and completion in the program.17  

•	 Assessing critical transfer practices at both 
the two- and four-year institutions, such as 
the proportion of students that have met with 
a transfer advisor or used transfer advising 
services at particular milestones (such as after 
their first semester or after completion of 30 
credits).18 

•	 Understanding the impact of major change 
patterns on community college transfer student 
outcomes at the two- and four-year level.19 

•	 Evaluating post-high school college enrollment, 
student success, credit accumulation and 
transfer, and credit applicability to degree 
requirements for dual enrollment students.20 

Conclusion
For most institutions, the scope and sophistication 
of UCF and Valencia’s transfer student outcomes 
evaluation may be an aspirational state. Yet 
the underlying transfer partnership culture of 
data-driven decision-making and continuous 
improvement is universally replicable. We hope 
this guide provides a strong point of reference for 
two- and four-year institutions as they reform their 
data systems. In doing so, they can bring greater 
visibility to community college transfer students, a 
critical part of ensuring greater success and equity. 
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Appendix
Two-Year Institution Transfer Student Success and Equity Basic Dataset Details

Measure 
Name

Measure 
Description

Recommended 
Disaggregation*

Suggested 
Derivative or 
Compound 
Analyses

Notes
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Bachelor’s 
intent

The count and 
proportion of 
students in the 
degree-seeking, 
first-time-in-
college entering 
cohortB who self-
report an interest 
in attaining a 
bachelor’s degree 

   In addition to providing important and early 
student-level information to advisors, data on 
bachelor’s intent, especially when disaggregated 
by demographics, can be used to make the 
case to four-year partners that transfer from 
community college can support enrollment, 
diversity, and equity goals.

Students can self-report bachelor’s intent 
through the application process. An 
alternative to self-reported data is enrollment 
in a transfer-oriented degree or course taking 
pattern. The advantage to self-reported 
bachelor’s intent is that it does not exclude 
students who enroll in degrees that are not 
oriented toward transfer.  

College-
level math 
and English 
completion 

The count and 
proportion of the 
entering cohort 
who receive a 
passing and 
transferrable 
grade in college-
level math and 
English by the end 
of their first year of 
community college

   Transfer-out 
and bachelor’s 
completion by 
math/English 
course completion

Course completion should be reported for 
math only, English only, and math and English 
in combination.

Most four-year institutions will only allow 
students to transfer courses with a C grade 
or higher. We recommend counting students 
who receive a passing and transferrable grade 
in a college-level math and/or English course 
by the end of their first year. 

Two-year institutions may need to determine 
if there is divergence between what they and 
their four-year partners consider “college-
level,” what each considers a passing grade, 
and the implications those differences may 
have for the course being an indicator of 
transfer success.  

Vertical 
transfer-out

The count and 
proportion of 
students in the 
entering cohort 
that transferredC 
to a four-year 
institution within 
two, three, and up 
to six years from 
community college 
entry

    Top five 
destination four-
year institutions by 
transfer students 
enrolled from 
the two-year 
institution 

Six-year transfer-out data are available  
through the NSC. 

The proportion or rate of transfer should be 
calculated based on a denominator that includes 
all entering degree-seeking students, not just 
the students who indicate bachelor’s intent upon 
entry. This approach casts a wide net to include 
all students who may aspire to a bachelor’s 
degree that static indicators of bachelor’s intent 
may not fully capture. 
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Associate  
degree  
completion  
prior to 
transfer

The count and 
proportion of 
students who 
transferred within 
two, three, and 
six years who 
also earned an 
associate degree 
before transferring

     Top five 
destination four-
year institutions  
by transfer 
students with 
associate degrees 
who enrolled 
from the two-year 
institution

Evidence shows that students who complete 
their associate degree before transferring are 
more likely to attain a bachelor’s degree. 

Average 
total credits 
earned prior 
to transfer

The average total 
credits earned 
at the two-year 
institution by 
students who 
transferred 
to a four-year 
institution in a 
given academic 
year

     Credit accumulation totals at the point of 
transfer, especially when disaggregated by 
award level, allow community colleges to 
assess efficiency and cost to transfer students. 

We recommend including developmental/non-
college-level education credits in the count 
to get a more accurate picture of the duration 
and cost of enrollment, and breaking down the 
credits by college- vs. non-college level when 
possible. As an alternative, community colleges 
might also consider comparing the number 
of college-level credits earned to all credits 
attempted for transfer students.   

Community colleges that enroll large 
numbers of students with prior International 
Baccalaureate® (IB) or Advanced Placement 
(AP) courses may need to consider additional 
analyses that specify credit origin. 

Transfer-out 
bachelor’s 
completion 

The count and 
proportion of 
four-year transfer 
students who 
completed a 
bachelor’s degree 
within six years 
of starting at the 
community college

     Top five 
destination 
institutions 
by bachelor’s 
completion rate

This measure evaluates whether students 
complete bachelor’s degrees after transferring 
from community college. 

Six-year bachelor’s completion data are 
available through the NSC.

Community 
college 
cohort 
bachelor’s 
completion 

The count and 
proportion of 
degree-seeking 
students in the 
entering cohort 
that completed a 
bachelor’s degree 
at any four-year 
institution within 
six years of starting 
at the community 
college

    This compound measure evaluates bachelor’s 
completion across the full entering community 
college cohort. Using bachelor’s intent as 
a baseline, it gives a sense of how effective 
transfer efforts are at supporting students in 
attaining their goals. 

Two-Year Institution Transfer Student Success and Equity Basic Dataset Details
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* Recommended Disaggregation (full description): 

1.	 Demographics (race/ethnicity, Pell-eligibility, age, first-generation status, etc.), 

2.	 Enrollment Intensity (full-time, part-time), 

3.	 Program/Major (e.g., Engineering, Associate of Transfer Arts or Science, Applied Associate), 

4.	 Award Level (Associate Degree completion vs. non completion), 

5.	 Destination Institution.

When possible, institutions should explore where cross tabulation may be informative (for example, transfer 
enrollment by program disaggregated by race/ethnicity).

A At many community colleges, transfer degree programs are generic, focusing on general education courses 
without differentiating pathways to different majors. For these analyses to inform equity reforms and curricular 
alignment, colleges need to evaluate more specific programmatic pathways within general associate degrees. 
We recommend conducting these analyses at increasing levels of specificity, starting with broader categories of 
awards/associate degrees (such as AA, AS, AAS, Direct Transfer Agreements/Associate Degrees for Transfer), and 
moving toward evaluating areas of study (such as Social Sciences or Life Sciences) and, ideally, even more specific 
majors (such as early childhood education or biology) within those degrees. 

B  For the purposes of this guide, we adapt the Jenkins and Fink (2017) definition of the entering cohort to include 
degree-seeking, first-time-in-college (FTIC) students who started at the college in a given academic year (as 
opposed to a fall start), including part-time students but excluding current and prior high school dual enrollment 
students. In the absence of more reliable institutional data on students’ degree intentions, we recommend the 
paper’s definition of degree-seeking students as those who “meet either of the following two conditions: 

1.	 They enrolled full-time for at least one term within 12 months of starting or 

2.	 they enrolled at least half-time for any two terms within 18 months of starting postsecondary.” We also 
strongly recommend conducting a distinct analysis of Dual Enrollment student outcomes, as reflected in the 
“Advanced Measures” section. 

C  Jenkins and Fink (2017) counted a community college student as having transferred if they ever enrolled at a four-
year institution for at least one term during a given tracking period.21 

Two-Year Institution Transfer Student Success and Equity Basic Dataset Details
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Four-Year Institution Transfer Student Success and Equity Basic Dataset Details
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Annual 
entering 
community 
college 
transfer-in 
cohort

Count of new 
students enrolled 
at the four-
year institution 
as of the fall 
survey date who 
transferred in 
from a two-year 
institution

     Top five sending 
institutionsB 
by two-year 
transfer student 
enrollment. 

Two-year transfer 
enrollment as 
a proportion of 
entering class 
(first-year + 
transfer)

The transfer-in cohort 
will be the denominator 
for future indicators such 
as the transfer student 
retention rate and 
graduation rates. 

We recommend 
counting all students 
who transferred in from 
a community college, 
including those who 
attended multiple 
institutions before 
enrolling at the four-year 
institution. 

Total annual 
community 
college 
transfer 
enrollment

Count of the total 
number of new 
and continuing 
students enrolled 
at the four-
year institution 
as of the fall 
survey date who 
transferred in 
from a two-year 
institution

     Proportion of 
total enrollment 
made up of 
students who 
transferred 
from two-year 
institutions

Some institutions may 
consider reporting 
equivalent measures for 
spring- or summer-start 
students. 

Fall-to-fall 
transfer 
student 
retention rate

The proportion 
of students in 
a community 
college transfer-in 
cohort who were 
still enrolled the 
following fall

    A direct 
comparison 
would be the 
persistence rates 
of transfer and 
FTIC students 
after achieving 
junior status.

Some institutions may 
consider fall-to-spring or 
other retention metrics 
that include sizeable 
populations of non-fall start 
transfer students.

Community 
college 
transfer-in 
cohort GPA

Average 
cumulative GPA 
of two-year 
transfer students 
over time (e.g., 
at enrollment, 
after first term, 
first-year, and at 
graduation)

    When combined 
with program-level 
disaggregation, four-year 
institutions can work in 
partnership with two-year 
schools to align curricula 
where transfer student 
performance could 
improve.
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Measure 
Name

Measure 
Description

Recommended 
Disaggregation*

First-time-in-
college (FTIC) 
comparison

Suggested 
Derivative or 
Compound 
Analyses

Notes
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Community 
college 
transfer-
in cohort 
bachelor’s 
completion 
over time

The proportion 
of students in 
a community 
college transfer-
in cohort who 
complete a 
bachelor’s degree 
within two, three, 
four, and more 
than four years of 
entry

    A direct 
comparison 
would be the 
graduation rates 
of transfer and 
FTIC students 
after achieving 
junior status.

Top five sending 
institutions by 
graduation rate

Average 
total credits 
earned, 
baccalaureate 
completers 

Average total 
credits to 
degree for 
bachelor’s degree 
graduates in a 
given academic 
year who were 
community 
college transfer 
students

     Average credits 
earned at 
the four-year 
institution only, 
baccalaureate 
completers

This measure requires 
combining the credits 
earned at the four-year 
institution with credits 
transferred in. 

To assess progression, 
some institutions may also 
calculate average terms to 
graduation.

Bachelor’s 
degrees 
awarded 
to transfer 
students

The count and 
proportion of 
the institution’s 
bachelor’s degree 
graduates in a 
given academic 
year who were 
community 
college transfer 
students

    The count or proportion of 
bachelor’s degrees awarded 
each year as a result of 
transfer can be a powerful 
measure to share with local 
leaders, industry partners, 
trustees, faculty and 
administrators that signals 
the impact of transfer on the 
institutional mission.

* Recommended Disaggregation (full description):
1. Demographics (race/ethnicity, Pell-eligibility, age, first-generation status, etc.),
2. Enrollment Intensity (full-time, part-time),
3. Program/Major (e.g., Engineering, Associate of Transfer Arts or Science, Applied Associate),
4. Award Level (Associate Degree completion vs. non completion),
5. Destination Institution.

When possible, institutions should explore where cross tabulation may be informative (for example, transfer enrollment  
by program disaggregated by race/ethnicity). 
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A At many community colleges, transfer degree programs are generic, focusing on general education courses 
without differentiating pathways to different majors. For these analyses to inform equity reforms and curricular 
alignment, colleges need to evaluate more specific programmatic pathways within general associate degrees. 
We recommend conducting these analyses at increasing levels of specificity, starting with broader categories of 
awards/associate degrees (such as AA, AS, AAS, Direct Transfer Agreements/Associate Degrees for Transfer), 
and moving toward evaluating areas of study (such as Social Sciences or Life Sciences) and, ideally, even more 
specific majors (such as early childhood education or biology) within those degrees. 

B   We recommend that institutions create business rules to identify sending institutions consistently. For instance, 
some students may transfer from a community college but may have earned most of their credits at a different 
community college. As a starting point, we recommend defining the “sending institution” as the last community 
college at which the student was enrolled.  

Four-Year Institution Transfer Student Success and Equity Basic Dataset Details
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