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SUPPORTING TRANSFER SUCCESS: EVIDENCE-BASED LESSONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

Office of Research and Policy Analysis 
Maryland Higher Education Commission 

The Focus on Transfer Students – 
Why it Matters for Maryland? 

Transfer student success is an increas-
ingly important subject in higher education pol-
icy circles in recent years, and for good reason. 
Almost half of undergraduates attending Mary-
land’s public four-year institutions transfer1 
from the state’s community colleges. However, 
transfer students complete bachelor’s degrees 
at notably lower rates than their counterparts 
starting at four-year institutions.  Improving 
transfer student outcomes will be integral to 
meeting the goal of 55% or more of Marylanders 
holding at least an associate degree by 2025.  

This policy brief explores the challenges 
transfer students experience and provides evi-
dence-based policy recommendations by sum-
marizing the findings from rigorous empirical re-
search on the subject. 

Achievement Gaps for Transfer 
Students – What Causes Them? 

A longstanding problem regarding col-
lege student transfer is the “community college 
penalty”: students initially enrolling in commu-
nity college are less likely to complete a bache-
lor’s degree than students who enter directly 
into a four-year institution.i Degree outcomes 
                                                           
1 Source: Maryland Higher Education Commission 
(MHEC) Enrollment Information System. The term 
transfer throughout this report refers to vertical 
transfer – students transferring from associate-de-
gree-granting institutions to baccalaureate degree 
granting institutions, regardless of whether any cred-
its were transferred from one institution to another 
or any degrees were obtained prior to the move-
ment. The number includes both the new transfer-in 

are clearly different in Maryland between trans-
fer students and their counterparts. Among stu-
dents who transferred into a public four-year in-
stitution in the 2015-2016 academic year, 61% 
had completed a bachelor’s degree within four 
years, compared to 86% of their “non-transfer” 
counterparts who enrolled as freshman in 2013-
14.  

Percent of Students Completing a Bachelor's 
Degree in Maryland by 2019-20202 

 

Recent research reveals the drivers of 
the community college penalty are complex and 
do not lie squarely on the students.ii Accounting 
for pre-enrollment differences between transfer 
students and non-transfer students, transfer stu-
dents have the same potential to complete 
bachelor’s degrees when compared with rising 
junior/3rd year students who initially begin at 
four-year institutions. This is despite the risk that 
transfer students may suffer from “transfer 
shock” – a temporary dip in grade point average 

students and the students who transferred in earlier 
terms, reported by each four-year institution. 
2 The sample includes the community college stu-
dents who transferred to any one of the four-year in-
stitutions in Maryland in 2015-2016 and completed 
bachelor’s degrees by 2019-2020 and the non-trans-
fer students who started in one of the four-year in-
stitutions in Maryland as a freshman in 2013-2014, 
persisted in 2015-2016, and completed bachelor’s 
degrees by 2019-2020. 
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(GPA) during the first and second semesters at 
the four-year college.iii  

Additionally, transfer students can face 
credit loss when they transfer from one institu-
tion to another, which increases the time for 
transfer students to complete a degree.iv Na-
tional data show that 54% of transfer students 
are unable to transfer most of their credit or 
start at junior standing/3rd year standing. In fact, 
it is estimated that transfer students would 
have even a higher likelihood of degree attain-
ment than non-transfer junior students in the 
absence of credit loss.v 

Maryland students are not immune to 
credit loss. Among bachelor’s degree completers 
in Maryland, transfer students take longer to 
complete a degree, and on average complete 4 
more credits than non-transfer rising juniors do. 
Reducing credit loss and transfer shock are es-
sential to address the achievement gaps for 
transfer students in Maryland. 

Average Time to Degree for Transfer and Non-
Transfer Students Who Completed a Bachelor's 

Degree in Maryland by 2019-20203 

 
Average Credit Accumulation for Transfer and 

Non-Transfer Students Who Completed a 
Bachelor’s Degree in Maryland by 2019-20203 

 Non-transfer Transfer 

Attempted 
Credits 65.7 71.0 

Completed 
Credits 64.3 68.4 

                                                           
3 The sample includes the community college stu-
dents who transferred to any one of the four-year in-
stitutions in Maryland in 2015-2016 and completed 
bachelor’s degrees by 2019-2020 and the non-trans-
fer students who started in one of the four-year in-
stitutions in Maryland as a freshman in 2013-2014, 

Promising Practices – Do They 
Work? 

To uncover what practices work and why 
some seemingly promising practices do not work 
as expected, this policy brief identified the em-
pirical research of improving transfer student’s 
outcomes and summarized the evidence from 
research that has shown rigorous results. 

Transfer/Articulation Agreements 

Statewide transfer agreements, alone, 
are insufficient to improve the transfer rate or 
bachelor’s degree attainmentvi because they are 
complicated to understand and to navigate for 
both students and advisors.vii Transfer agree-
ments work better when combined with online 
course equivalency systems along with personal-
ized advising.viii And today’s successful transfer 
students rely on self-directed online tools in 
their transfer process making reliable online in-
formation a crucial complement to transfer 
agreements.ix  

Another important limitation of transfer 
or articulation agreements may have nothing to 
do with the agreement itself: most credit loss is 
due to major-related credit loss instead of the 
outright loss. In other words, credits intended to 
meet major or program-specific requirements or 
pre-requisites are instead transferred as elective 
credits, making the student retake major 
courses.x Transfer or articulation agreements 
may inappropriately focus on transferability 
but ignore the credit applicability to specific 
program requirements. In other words, courses 
may transfer but not apply to specific program or 
graduation requirements. Some states have re-
cently implemented lower division pre-major 
transfer pathways that ensure students fulfill 
pre-major requirements when they transfer.4 

persisted in 2015-2016, and completed bachelor’s 
degrees by 2019-2020. The time-to-degree and 
credit accumulation is measured from 2015-
2016(post-junior standing). 
4 State examples include Washington - Associate Sci-
ence Transfer Degree; New York - CUNY and SUNY 
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Preliminary evaluation of the “Associate Degree 
of Transfer” program in California established 
between community colleges and the California 
State Universities, has shown promising results 
on increasing the transfer rate and bachelor’s 
degree attainment on transfer compared to tra-
ditional associate degree programs.xi 

Advising 

One of the primary reasons for pre-ma-
jor credit loss is transfer students being uncer-
tain about their destination or major, which de-
lays their progress toward completion.xii Early, 
knowledgeable, and personalized transfer advis-
ing can help students declare their major ear-
lier.xiii Additionally, evidence supports the use of 
direct and personalized advising, which can also 
mitigate what is known as the community col-
lege “cool-out” effect: college practitioners use 
academic reorientation processes that encour-
age the least-promising students to lower their 
educational goals and expectations.xiv  

Another key factor found to support ad-
vising transfer students is the use of technologi-
cal tools, such as tools that make the exchange 
of transcripts less burdensome to students.xv 
Technological tools are especially important for 
rural institutions as their students from low-in-
come, rural backgrounds have fewer local op-
tions for continuing their education in different 
institutionsxvi. 

Data Reporting and Key Metrics Measur-
ing 

To build collaborative transfer partner-
ships, it is important for institutions, college and 

                                                           
pathways; California - UC Transfer Pathways & CSU 
transfer model curricula; Ohio - Transfer Assurance 
Guides; Tennessee - Tennessee transfer paths, etc. 
5 ARTSYS is a computerized data information system 
which informs students and advisors at a community 
college about the transferability of each community 
college course. See http://artweb.usmd.edu 

university systems, state agencies, and policy-
makers to closely monitor the performance of 
transfer students using common metrics that 
track students all the way to bachelor’s comple-
tion.xvii For example, commonly mentioned in 
the research is the idea of measuring not only 
the number of credits transferred, but specifi-
cally the percentage of them that are applied to 
a major. Comparisons of this information by in-
stitution, degree program, and specific student 
demographics can be very useful in understand-
ing transfer credit loss. 

Florida and New York have compelling 
examples of these data-driven practices. Florida 
requires institutions to routinely monitor the 
credit loss for transfer students and excess credit 
hours are one of the metrics used for the perfor-
mance-based funding model.xviii In 2019, the City 
University of New York (CUNY) introduced the 
Articulation of Credit Transfer project to collect 
information on how credits are transferred be-
tween CUNY institutions, and thus inform im-
provements in curricula design.xix  

Recommendations – What Can 
Maryland Do? 

In order to improve transfer students’ 
success, Maryland has committed to redesigning 
the policies and practices in many ways, includ-
ing articulation agreement templates, imple-
menting upgrades to a state course equivalency 
system,5 financial aid dedicated to transfer stu-
dents,6 and other legislative work to remove un-
necessary obstacles that prevent students from 
transferring and appropriately applying their 
credits to another institution.7 But to overcome 

6 See 2+2 Transfer Scholarship here 
https://mhec.maryland.gov/preparing/Pages/Finan-
cialAid/ProgramDescriptions/prog_2_plus_2.aspx 
7 Examples include the Transfer with Success Act 
(passed in 2021) that required the public institutions 
to report the denial of credit transferring to MHEC 
and sending institutions; Senate bill 152 (introduced 
in 2022) that prohibits institutions from holding the 

http://artweb.usmd.edu
https://mhec.maryland.gov/preparing/Pages/FinancialAid/ProgramDescriptions/prog_2_plus_2.aspx
https://mhec.maryland.gov/preparing/Pages/FinancialAid/ProgramDescriptions/prog_2_plus_2.aspx
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the persistent transfer student achievement gap, 
we have to do more to improve our strategies.  

Maryland Higher Education Commission 
(MHEC) 

It is important to realize the limitations 
of the current articulation agreement, which 
mainly focuses on the mobility of credits in gen-
eral education instead of major-specific course 
equivalency. Studying the effectiveness of cur-
rent major-specific transfer-oriented degrees 
(e.g. Associate Degree in Nursing, Associate of 
Science in Engineering, and Associate of Arts in 
Teaching) may yield lessons for designing a more 
effective statewide articulation agreement. To 
further refine policies, MHEC can lead stakehold-
ers on constructing a data or reporting system 
that monitors transfer student success routinely.  

Maryland Four-Year Institutions and Com-
munity Colleges 

A commitment to support transfer stu-
dents from community colleges and four-year 
universities is essential to successful articulation 
and bachelor’s degree completion efforts. 
Strong bachelor’s degree completion requires 
both high completion rates of non-transfer stu-
dents and high completion rates of transfer stu-

i Long, B. T., & Kurlaender, M. (2009). Do Community 
Colleges Provide a Viable Pathway to a Baccalaure-
ate Degree? Educational Evaluation and Policy Anal-
ysis, 31(1), 30–
53. https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373708327756 

                                                           
transcripts of students who own unpaid bill at the in-
stitutions; and House bill 966 (passed in 2022) that 
provides consistency among institutions to assess ac-
ademic credit for prior learning.  Additionally, Mary-
land statute and regulations require that students 
who have obtained an associate degree or who have 
completed 60 or more semester hours of credit may 
not be denied direct transfer to another public insti-
tution if the student attained a cumulative grade 

dents. Providing fair financial support to trans-
fer students, helping transfer students to adapt 
to a new campus, and removing unnecessary 
obstacles that they encounter are recom-
mended initiatives that four-year institutions can 
prioritize. Community colleges and four-year col-
leges and universities that exchange relatively 
high proportions of students can better track 
transfer students’ success by identifying and 
strengthening partnerships, exploring the bot-
tlenecks that prevent transfer students from 
graduating, and aligning curriculum and aca-
demic design. Finally, it is important to help stu-
dents develop their “transfer college 
knowledge”8 and support students in selecting a 
degree path early on.  

Academic Advisors and Faculty Advisors 

Faculty and staff at both community col-
leges and four-year institutions can play a pivotal 
role in how students determine their academic 
career and program of study.  Advisors and fac-
ulty members should be cognizant of transfer 
pathways, provide necessary support to out-
bound transfer students by helping them pre-
pare and navigate the transfer process (e.g., min-
imizing the “cool-out” effect), and take steps to 
assist inbound transfer students who may be ex-
periencing a transition shock.   

ii Monaghan, D. B., & Attewell, P. (2015). The Com-
munity College Route to the Bachelor’s Degree. Edu-
cational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 37(1), 70–
91. https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373714521865 

Xu, D., Jaggars, S. S., Fletcher, J., & Fink, J. E. 
(2018). Are community college transfer students “a 

point average of at least 2.0. For more detailed regu-
lations, see 
http://www.dsd.state.md.us/COMAR/SubtitleSearch
.aspx?search=13B.06.01.*. 
8 The examples of the transfer college knowledge in-
clude advantages and challenges of beginning their 
education at a community college, the importance of 
selecting early their major and destination institu-
tion, and the consequences of delaying these deci-
sions (See Hodara et al., 2016). 

                                                           

https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373708327756
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373714521865
http://www.dsd.state.md.us/COMAR/SubtitleSearch.aspx?search=13B.06.01.*
http://www.dsd.state.md.us/COMAR/SubtitleSearch.aspx?search=13B.06.01.*
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