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Overview

On March 29, 2007, representatives of the member institutions of the Alberta Council on
Admissions and Transfer (ACAT) met to discuss the post-secondary transfer system in
Alberta and ACAT’s role. The purpose of the session was to identify what is working
well in the transfer system, what are the challenges, and what might be possible solutions.
Participants were also asked to look specifically at Council and its role in the transfer
system. Prior to the session, participants were provided with a discussion paper
providing background information. Approximately 35 participants attended the session,
including vice presidents (academic), or their designates, and ACAT Council members.
The feedback from the session reflected in this What We Heard document, will allow
ACAT to plan its future priorities and activities and ensure it is best meeting the needs of
the transfer system.

1. Successes —Transfer System & ACAT

Participants had been provided with a list of Key Accomplishments made by ACAT since
2001 (see Appendix A). Many participants strove not to duplicate that list and to find
instead additional successes to mention. Therefore, the fact that certain items are not
mentioned does not mean participants do not also see them as considerable successes.
The following are the main overall themes raised by participants on the successes of the
transfer system and ACAT:

ACAT is a Useful Forum

e ACAT provides representatives of the post-secondary system with a forum for
discussion, for raising issues, and the mechanism by which transfer happens.
ACAT de-politicizes the transfer process. It is a neutral mediator that provides
the framework and rules that makes the transfer system work remarkably well.

e ACAT has provided an environment for proactively seeking transfer and an
openness to consider transfer from a variety of post-secondary institutions.
ACAT helps eliminate institutional barriers and opens up the division between
public and private — facilitates acknowledgement, inclusion and respect.

e Council assists with networking and communication.

e Without ACAT, initiatives such as eCampus Alberta and the ability to build
programs on a laddering model would have been impossible.

Transfer System Meets Student and Institutional Needs

e The transfer system is needed for students as it allows for greater student choice
for mobility between institutions. Some students that may not have been able to
enter university either because of academic or social reasons are allowed to build
success in a smaller and local college setting and then later transfer to another
institution which may be larger and in an urban centre. It also facilitates the
transfer of students from aboriginal colleges to university programs.

e Itis very difficult for a college to operate without the transfer system. Much of
the Alberta college system is geared to funnel into the university system and
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works very well. The system continues to evolve so that increased transfer
occurs between universities, from university to colleges, and between colleges.
e Success can be seen in the multitude of course by course transfers that facilitate
accessibility for students.
e The strength of the Alberta transfer system has inadvertently become a
mechanism for inter-provincial transfer, making transfer out of province easier.

Transfer System Allows Participation of Smaller Institutions and Creates
Credibility

e Thirty-two years of agreements on transfer has resulted in a standard on all the
elements that need to be included. Institutions have bought into this standard.

e ACAT membership brings with it a strong measure of credibility with other
institutions within Alberta, but also inter-provincially, especially for First Nations
colleges. ACAT has provided tremendous support for the process which has
allowed First Nations Colleges to form partnerships and relationships with other
institutions.

o ACAT allows “other’ colleges to fit in the transfer system and allows smaller
institutions to do things they would not have the capacity to do and allows them to
find a role in the larger system.

Other

e Itisaconsiderable success to have online access to transfer information.

e Articulation committees are seen as very useful.

e ACAT’s current efforts towards encouraging prior learning assessment and
recognition (PLAR) activities has elevated the issue, championed it and brought it
rigor and credibility.

2. Challenges/Gaps - Transfer System & ACAT

The following are the main overall themes raised by participants on the challenges facing
the transfer system and ACAT:

Institutional Roles and Mandates

Balancing institutional priorities with system integration continues to challenge all the
institutions. The concept of Campus Alberta has been one of the greatest challenges
facing the transfer system, because the concept has not adequately been defined or
explained.

The current funding model does not reward or encourage collaboration or
cooperation. There are no dollars aimed at supporting collaboration. Without
funding, there is no compelling reason to change to a more cooperative system.
Campus Alberta has not built into the system rewards for collaborative work. A new
program proposal to the Ministry need to demonstrate that it is a unique program not
being offered exactly like this in any another institution. This uniqueness causes a
systemic issue that does not support institutions trying to facilitate transfer.
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Currently the system has many more institutions offering degrees. This is going to
test the transfer relationships at institutions in ways that have not been anticipated.
The autonomy of institutions can at times hinder the role of ACAT in advocating for
increased transferability for students.

Transfer System & Homogenization

The focus on course transferability may lead to the homogenization of courses within
the system.

If every institution is trying to make its courses transferable, all the courses start to
look the same and the uniqueness among courses could be lost.

However, there is some merit in a move to standardized curriculum across
institutions. The system would need to move extremely cautiously with competency
based standardized curriculum.

Quality

Quiality is an issue that ACAT must always consider. Promoting transfer above all
else could impact the uniqueness of institutions and quality of courses offered.
Does ACAT have a more clearly defined role in defining quality?

Inclusion and Membership

ACAT could play a more active role in the inclusion of First Nation colleges and
private institutions into the transfer system.

As key participants within the transfer system, it is a concern that Grant MacEwan
College and Mount Royal College have not recently had members on Council.
Private institutions that fall outside of the scope of the Campus Alberta Quality
Council (CAQC) may have been accredited by other established accreditation bodies,
yet some of those private institutions can not become part of the transfer system.
ACAT must recognize that CAQC is not the only accrediting body and be more
flexible to include other private institutions.

National/International Role

BC and Alberta have the most sophisticated transfer systems in Canada and there is a
need for further integration between the two systems. Integration between Alberta
and Saskatchewan should also be explored further.

Broadening the system on a national or international front is a worthy goal but
institutions are already resource-challenged managing the Alberta agreements.
ACAT must also consider international transfer agreements, both at the course and
credential level. What kind of relationship does ACAT have with International
Qualifications Assessment Services (IQAS)?

Transfer Agreement Issues
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There are a number of challenges with respect to transfer agreements, such as the
changing roles of colleges; an increase in online education; inconsistency of course
transfer among institutions; the lack of defined course outcomes which impede
transferability; laddering and block transfer issues; and, an institution’s ability to
provide accurate transfer advising information to students.



College to college transfers have always been available but are not always seen as
needed. But as colleges evolve, there is room for growth in college to college transfer
agreements.

An increase in online education and learners “collecting a basket of courses” will
push the need for more transfer but leads to questions about the concept of *programs
of study’ and who owns the final credential.

There is frustration caused by the inconsistency of transfer, when there are courses
that are accepted to transfer to one university but not to another, or when sending and
receiving courses are essentially similar but there is no transfer.

There needs to be a way of resolving laddering issues for institutions that offer similar
programs that are not mutually transferable. This could involve professional bodies
who decide the standards and requirements of programs.

There is a need for a common definition of block transfer and a need for structure in
block transfers. If they are not structured properly, the ability for students to transfer
is harder, plus students who do transfer in a block may not be successful in the
remainder of their program.

Every institution is faced with the challenge of advising students on transferability.
ACAT should provide training for institutional advisors.

Admission

Admission processes and requirements for post-secondary programs are very
confusing for the public, and especially for mature students.

There is a tremendous need for clarity of admission processes and requirements so
that students can have a better understanding of how to prepare themselves.

The competitive process and institutional autonomy results in institutions raising
admission standards which can exclude some students who meet the minimum
requirements.

This is where the transfer system supports the learner, by allowing students who may
not have been able to access a certain institution out of high school to later transfer
into it.

Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition (PLAR)

There is a need for increased PLAR at institutions, especially in context of Alberta’s
workforce shortages. This is a real challenge for ACAT, but it is well placed to play
a contributing role to solutions.

Broadening the understanding of PLAR will increase transferability, so long as the
courses are comparable and relevant.

However, there are a number of challenges with PLAR, including, no way to measure
and reward PLAR activities in the institutions, no transferability of PLAR between
institutions, and no PLAR standards.
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Resource and Administrative Issues

e The ever increasing flow of transfer proposals and number of agreements means a
huge increase in workload for institutions, while at the same time there is no increase
in resources. Institutions are challenged to maintain the review of other institutions
new programs or of old agreements.

e ACAT needs to consider the resource implications on institutional staff. ACAT
should also provide support to Contact Persons when they ask their administration for
increased resources to fulfill ACAT tasks, obligations or requirements.

e What will be the implications on resourcing as the post-secondary system grows?

e The current technological system of ACAT is extremely cumbersome and is
contributing to the backlog of work and resourcing issues.

3. Suggested Actions for Improvements

The following are the main action items suggested by participants to improve the transfer
system and ACAT:

Review Council Membership
The following suggestions were made with respect to current membership:

e Grant MacEwan College and Mount Royal College need to be represented on
Council, either in a new rotating role similar to that of NAIT and SAIT or as the
next public college representative.

e Add an Aboriginal College representative.

e Review student member representation on Council. Consideration may be given
to the following: choosing a transfer student; having students serve longer terms
(to aid with steep learning curve); and expanding student representation beyond
just the public system. Other models to gain student input may be considered
including offering further incentives for participation (e.g., scholarship) and
holding focus groups with transfer students.

e Another possibility is to have representation on Council reflect demographic
trends and the driving forces affecting the post-secondary education

Enhance Communication Mechanisms
ACAT could do more to engage other bodies that also have a stake in the transfer system.
e Look at other alternatives to engaging and getting information from additional
groups. An option may be establishing subcommittees from the broader group
and having standing advisory committees.
e ACAT should explore a stronger relationship with professional bodies.
e ACAT should include academic advisors in discussions of transfer.

Increase ACAT’s Role in Policy Development
ACAT has a fundamental role in monitoring and advocacy and facilitation and
coordination of the transfer system, but it should also have one in policy development.

e Council must be the conscience of the transfer system and advocate for it to work.
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In the future, ACAT should make statements about the kinds of changes the
system needs to implement (which would be based on the experience of the
member institutions).

ACAT should also make recommendations to institutions on policy around
admission and transfer. ACAT should develop models and recommendations for
collaborative agreements between institutions.

Strengthen the Role of ACAT in Admissions

Currently there is some work done on the admission component, but most of the
focus is on the transfer component. ACAT should take a more active role in the
admissions component.

Combine the admissions and transfer piece into a pathways model. Meet the
learners where they are and help them get to where they want to go (e.g., from
secondary to upgrading to other types of post-secondary).

Measure the Success of the Transfer System as a Learner Centered System

Reaffirm the learner as the driver of the system. Evolution of the system has
meant that institutions are now the centre of the system and not the learners,
which ACAT must work to reverse.

Audit the transfer agreements to show how well the transfer system is doing as a
learner-centred system.

Audit the transcripts of students at a detailed level to see how effectively the
existing agreements are being applied to make sure students are being fairly
treated.

Track the success of students who transfer. ACAT could request institutional
reports on how successful students are when they transfer.

Facilitate, Monitor and Mediate Transfer Agreements
There is a greater role for ACAT to facilitate, enforce, and monitor transfer agreements.

ACAT must continue maintaining existing relationships and building new ones
but should do more to enforce outstanding agreements.

Every time a transfer agreement is not successful, ACAT could determine the
reasons and communicate those with institutions and facilitate future transfer
agreements.

ACAT should facilitate a move to more agreements being accepted based on
‘virtual equivalence’ or “virtual transferability’. This would be an effective
balance that allows for transferring but also creativity and uniqueness of courses.
ACAT should facilitate the creation of more agreements that transfer by program.
ACAT should also get involved in mediating resolutions between institutions, and
also between students and institutions. Exercise the authorities outlined in the
Principles, Policies, and Procedures.

Encourage Review of Advanced Education & Technology Funding
Collaboration between institutions is encouraged but not financially rewarded.
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e Benchmark how many transfer agreements institutions are entering into and how
many transfer students they are serving and provide rewards.

Advocate for Increased Resourcing
One of the major challenges of institutions is their ability to maintain the administrative
side of transfer agreements.
e ACAT could survey institutions and find out how much time is being put towards
ACAT activities and how much is necessary.
e ACAT should consider funding a position at each institution to handle transfer.

Suggest Improvements to the Technology/ System
The technology of the transfer system is seen as overly cumbersome and as a contributor
to backlog in the system.
e System upgrades to the technology are necessary to make the system user-friendly
and to support contact persons in maintaining agreements.
e There is also a need for a significantly enhanced new technological system.
e The system could also evolve to be more accessible for students and could be
linked to the common application system being developed.

Support Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition (PLAR)
Although there are challenges in implementing and supporting prior learning assessment
and recognition activities, there is a role for ACAT in facilitating and moving these
activities forward.
e A system-wide PLAR Framework is needed in Alberta.
e ACAT’s role should be to facilitate, champion, lead and coordinate PLAR
activities, but not to be the repository of expertise. Let the institutions that are
experts in PLAR take the lead and allow ACAT to facilitate.

Continue Interprovincial and International Role
Alberta should remain a major player in the national transfer scene.
e ACAT can provide expertise and lead in assisting other jurisdictions with
establishing transfer systems.
e ACAT should engage in greater linkages with BC and Saskatchewan and work
towards developing formal transfer agreements.
e ACAT should be cautious of international role. It is important for Alberta to be a
player, but it must be mindful of provincial needs and not enter into situations that
are not resourced and/or are at the expense of Alberta.
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Appendix A: KEY ACCOMPLISHMENTS

Since 2001, ACAT has moved forward in a number of key areas. The following
highlights a number of accomplishments:

Facilitating Learner Transitions:

Streamlining the process whereby institutions exchange credit transfer requests,
developing a Contact Persons User Manual, and enhancing admission and transfer
communication between institutions.

Making the Online Transfer Guide the official record of transfer credit to ensure
learners and institution contact persons have access to the most current
information.

Continually improving and enhancing the ACAT website and the Online Transfer
Guide to make the admission and transfer information more attractive and “user-
friendly”. In 2005-2006, there were more than 5 000 000 hits to the ACAT
website.

Revising the printed Alberta Transfer Guide to focus more on the needs of the
learner.

Meeting with representatives of the three ACAT-member Aboriginal colleges in
order to build relationships and determine what is needed to better facilitate
transfer of credit.

When secondary curriculum changes in subjects used to determine admission to
post-secondary programs, striking articulation committees to ensure secondary
curriculum is appropriate to post-secondary program needs and that secondary
learner pathways to post-secondary programs are clear to students, parents and
advisors.

Continuing with post-secondary to post-secondary articulation meetings in the
areas of Engineering, Education and Biological Sciences.

Establishing articulation in Computing Science and Cree Language.

Under the Alberta-BC Memorandum of Understanding, developing an ACAT-
BCCAT Protocol which will be finalized and announced shortly.

Raising the Profile - Positioning Alberta Transfer System as a Leader:

Raising the profile of the transfer system and its benefits to learners, by presenting
at numerous conferences and workshops, including those for counselors,
academic advisors, and parents, as wells as for school superintendents, members
of boards of governors and other stakeholders.

Publishing a newsletter that is circulated to members, key stakeholders and
MLA’s.
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Positioning Alberta as a leader by participating in and leading the CMEC
Working Group on Credit Transfer, making presentations at provincial, national
and international conferences and initiating the establishment of a Pan-Canadian
Consortium on Admissions and Transfer (PCCAT), with ACAT as Co-Chair.

Strengthening BC-Alberta relationships through meetings with BCCAT.

Holding ACAT meetings at our rural and Northern institutions at least once per
year to build awareness of their unique situation within the Alberta Transfer
System. This year for the first time, having one meeting by teleconference and
one by videoconference.

Expanding research by using data to inform and improve the system. This
includes Best Practices in Credit Transfer, Best Practices in PLAR, and
questions in the Graduate Outcomes Survey which serves to develop a profile of
the transfer student. A handbook on “Best Practices in Transfer” handbook was
published to facilitate the transfer agreement process and negotiation between
post-secondary institutions. A handbook on “The Best Practices in PLAR in
Alberta” was also completed.

Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition (PLAR):

Reactivating ACAT’s Subcommittee on Prior Learning and Assessment.

Along with the department of AE&T, raising the profile and awareness of PLAR
by sponsoring a Forum on Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition in June
2006.

From input at the Forum, identifying recommendations and next steps, including
the development of a provincial PLAR framework.

Scheduling a PLAR Workshop for May 2007 to showcase best practices in PLAR
and demonstrate its benefits for learners, institutions and the workplace.

Updating and Streamlining ACAT Procedures

Revising ACAT’s principles to ensure that they aligned with those approved by
CMEC.

Revising the criteria and procedures for admission of new post-secondary
institution members to the Alberta Transfer System.

Articulating Council member roles, responsibilities and conduct at meetings.

Defining criteria for institutional members to remain in good standing and
outlining procedures when members do not comply.

Initiating annual joint meetings between the Council and Institutional Contact
Persons and Assistants to foster a greater understanding of each others’ roles in
the work of the transfer system.
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