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About the Project

This research summary pairs with a series of policy briefs that highlight various
postsecondary completion strategies across the WICHE region. These reviews provide
a brief overview of the research on the various policies and initiatives identified in

the landscape analysis of state strategic plans. Each research summary serves as the
research context partner to the accompanying policy brief. While the policy briefs
focus on state-level policy levers and initiatives, some of the research, such as on OER,
examines institution-level outcomes. Still others, namely credit mobility policies, have
been studied following state-level interventions. Future inquiry has the potential to
build on the existing research base to examine outcomes within statewide contexts.
More details on the findings of this analysis, including the policy briefs on student
success, workforce alignment, academic success, and coordinated collaboration
strategies, as well as an interactive online resource displaying state-level strategies, are
available at wiche.edu/policy-research/completion. This work was generously funded
by ECMC Foundation.

A s states continue to invest in furthering their completion goals for postsecondary degree
attainment, an integral part of completion is the strategies that focus on students’
academic credit attainment.” WICHE defined academic success strategies as those focused
on student learning and how students acquire academic credits within their postsecondary
education. This includes credit for prior learning, credit transfer and mobility, dual and
concurrent enrollment, and open educational resources (OER).

Credit Mobility

Credit mobility strategies facilitate the transfer of student credit from institution to
institution. These strategies include common course numbering across institutions, credit
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articulation agreements, reverse transfer policies, and conferment of retroactive degrees.
Credit mobility initiatives have been operationalized by institutions in response to research
showing that transfer students can lose as much as 40% of their academic credits when they
move between institutions.? Policies that clarify and refine credit mobility, such as articulation
agreements and clear transfer pathways, can be combined with strategies like common
course numbering or a transfer of core courses, described in greater detail below, to reduce
this loss of credits.?

Research has identified that institutions use a variety of methods to strengthen transfer
policies and ensure positive student degree outcomes, through both longitudinal student
matching data as well as qualitative interviews.* These strategies have included clarifying
transfer pathways to students and tailoring advising programs to increase completion. These
efforts operate in parallel to state initiatives in the landscape analysis conducted in the
outlined policy briefs.>

Credit articulation agreements are policies and agreements between institutions to allow
for credit transfer between two- and four- year institutions.® Such policies enable students
to begin the first two years of their degree at a community college and seamlessly transfer
to a four-year college to complete their second two years. This type of policy is commonly
referred to as a 2+2 articulation agreement. Other articulation efforts facilitate transfers
between similar institution types.” Articulation agreements have proliferated in large part due
to the loss of credits in vertical or lateral transfer, as institutions try to create more efficient
and successful transfer policies.® Researchers have isolated some effects of state policies.
In one example, researchers examined California’s Student Transfer Achievement Reform
Act, which enables a more seamless transfer process, and found that a greater number

of students transferring from two-year to four-year institutions drove positive student
outcomes.?

Reverse credit transfer (RCT) is a policy that applies to students who start at a two-year
institution and transfer to a four-year institution with enough credits to earn an associate
degree from their starting two-year institution.'® Both the policies allowing for reverse credit
transfer and the research investigating those policies are relatively recent.' However, there
have been some clear outcomes associated with the awarding of a reverse transfer degree.
Following Texas legislation allowing for RCT, post-transfer degree recipients were more likely
to persist towards a bachelor's degree than their peers who were eligible for RCT and did not
receive a degree.’? Early research also suggested that there were positive outcomes associated
with bachelor’s attainment and RCT in two states: Hawai'i and Minnesota. More recent
research, however, suggests that some of the positive estimations may have been overstated.
What is clear across the research is that even when there were no clear positive outcomes,
there were non-negative outcomes, meaning RCT did not negatively affect student degree
completion and may contribute to overall completion depending on the context and study.™
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Additionally, while the relationship between common course numbering and degree
completion is difficult to isolate and study, strategies such as a transferable core set of
courses highlight potential effects on degree completion. Schudde et al. studied the effects
of a transferable core set of courses and degree completion at the state-level and found
that for every additional core course completed, students were more likely to finish their
degree.”> However, once they hit the threshold of a completed core, they experienced a
negative relationship, suggesting that common course numbering has a positive effect

on completion as it pertains to a transferable set of core baccalaureate courses. Similarly,
states have created transfer modules, or courses that will directly transfer from two- to
four-year institutions. These courses increase the likelihood of students making a vertical
transfer with more credits, but can lead to a longer time-to-credential for students pursuing a
baccalaureate degree.’

The research field has focused on the impact of transfer student experience, vertical
transfer and impacts on students’ credit mobility. States are well-positioned to study the
effects of reverse credit transfer policies, as well as the impact of transferable core courses,
on transfer student outcomes. Both have a burgeoning field of study that would benefit
greatly from a focus on policy implementation and the effects on long-term state completion
efforts. Further, streamlined articulation agreements between systems and institutions

have the ability to efficiently aid student credit mobility and when studied around their
implementation, could be an area of continued research.

Credit for Prior Learning

Credit for prior learning (CPL), also known as prior learning assessment (PLA), is college
credit earned through demonstrated college-level equivalent experiences or assessments.
These can include experiential learning, past employment experiences, competency-based
education, military service, and other experiences. Often, these are assessed through
standardized examinations, portfolio assessments, credit for past training (such as military or
corporate training), and institutional review of licenses or certifications.’” States are working
to expand their CPL assessments and pathways to make it easier for postsecondary students
to complete their studies by translating work experience into academic credits. While multi-
institutional and national research on CPL is more recent, there are clear positive outcomes
associated with CPL and student degree attainment.

Early research indicated that receiving CPL was a strong indicator of programmatic success
and persistence toward degree completion, though these results were institutionally specific
or smaller in cohort size.”™ CPL sits at the intersection of student completion, workforce
needs, and institutional goals of student persistence and retention.’” Due to the overlap of
CPL with other policies and strategies, the field continues to grapple with questions about
the generalizability and national scope for research. The Council for Adult and Experiential
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Learning (CAEL) conducted research to examine the relationship between student outcomes
and use of prior learning assessments. That research found that students who received credit
through prior learning assessment were more than twice as likely to complete their degree.?°
CPL was also shown to have a strong relationship with degree completion, specifically when
leveraging student assessment and portfolio PLA methods.

In 2020, WICHE conducted research in partnership with CAEL on the impacts of CPL on
student outcomes. The research found that students who utilized CPL had higher levels of
completion, saved time working towards their degrees, and realized cost savings.?? In some
institution-specific research, students who petitioned for PLA credits completed degrees at a
higher rate, saved money on tuition, earned more credits at their postsecondary institution,
and had greater confidence in taking college-level coursework.?? More recent research has
continued to show positive outcomes, particularly around higher completion rates and faster
degree completion, that were also seen in broader multi-institution systems.

As states have worked to improve their systems around requirements and credit for prior
learning, researchers have also explored student outcomes as states engage in shared
coordination.? Statewide articulation of workforce and academic CPL pathways remains
a focus with respect to positive student outcomes and completion rates.® Research on
the policy and scalability of solutions supporting greater student completion and shared
coordination continues to be a promising field.

Dual and Concurrent Enrollment

Over the last decade, dual and concurrent enrollment has grown rapidly, with approximately
2.8 million American high school students having participated in these programs as of the
2023-2024 school year.?” Dual enrollment programs are collaborations between high schools
and postsecondary institutions to allow high school students to enroll in college courses prior
to their high school graduation.?® Dual enroliment has become an increasingly prevalent
strategy to support student postsecondary completion, and participation in dual-enrollment
programs has been positively associated with grade point average (GPA), total earned college
credits, college enrollment, early persistence, degree attainment, and full-time attendance.?
However, these are difficult to measure, given the selection bias of students who opt

into dual enrollment and their larger motivations for that choice, potentially confounding
outcomes.

Throughout the secondary and postsecondary career of a dual-enrolled student, research
has shown continued benefit to their postsecondary success. For example, students who
have participated in dual enrollment courses are more likely to enroll in college.3® These odds
also increased with the number of dual enrollment credits a student took, meaning the more
credits a student enrolled in, the more likely it was that a student would enroll in college.?'
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Once enrolled in an institution and across postsecondary degrees, dual enroliment students
were more likely to complete their credentials than their peers who had not earned dual
enrollment credits.® Students who participated in dual enroliment courses at a community
college career and technical education program were also shown to have increased
baccalaureate completion rates, highlighting that across various contexts dual enrollment
has a distinctly positive relationship with credential completion.?® These positive associations
were echoed not only in their degree completion but also in their overall persistence towards
the degree, with dual enroliment students exhibiting higher rates of first-year retention as
well as overall persistence to their degree.®*

Research on the relationship between dual enrollment and student outcomes extends beyond
completion, investigating various contributing factors to student success. Students who
participated in dual enrollment are also more likely to exhibit vertical transfer from a two-year
institution into a four-year institution, suggesting similar benefits of persistence towards a
degree.*> Additionally, the time needed for degree completion was reduced for students who
participated in dual enrollment.®® Students who enrolled in dual enroliment courses were also
more likely to be successful in their courses, as measured by degree attainment and course
grades.?” Across student completion metrics, dual enrollment research continues to offer
substantive evidence for positive associations with degree completion.

Given the wide participation in dual enrollment, there is a substantial base of research

that has examined the effects of dual enrollment on college enroliment, student success
outcomes and completion. However, the experience and motivations behind student
decisions and enrollment into dual enrollment continue to be an important confounding
factor in these outcomes. The field of research has largely established positive relationships
between dual enrollment participation and college matriculation, the applications of

dual enrollment courses, the trajectory of those students over time, and the return on
investments for states continue to be important fields of study.

Open Educational Resources

Open educational resources (OER) are defined as all educational materials that reside in the
public domain or are openly licensed.*® These can include textbooks, curricula, syllabi, lecture
notes, projects, assignments, tests and ancillary materials students use in their education.
States across the WICHE region have continued to invest in OER as one way to lower the cost
of attendance for students and increase their chances of credential completion. OER has
been seen as an important affordability measure for states to invest in, as students make
choices on foregoing their course materials given the rising cost of postsecondary and the
financial difficulty experienced by many students in meeting their needs.*
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The most frequent and oft-cited benefit of OER, according to the research, is the cost savings
to students and return on investment for states and institutions. In more recent years, there
has been greater convergence on how to calculate cost savings to students for using OER
over traditional textbooks.* Recent research has indicated that institutions shifting to the use
of OER can help students save on the overall cost of their degree, which has a direct positive
impact on affordability and student success.*'

Continued research has also investigated student success at the course level, with students
exhibiting higher course completion rates and higher instances of passing the course.*
These results have been shown both on an individual course level, with greater academic
achievement, lower course withdrawal rates, and greater completion rates, as well as across
multi-institution research.* These course-level findings contribute to a greater body of
research suggesting that OER adoption can alleviate financial burden as well as promoting
improved student performance and retention.*

Research conducted on a community college campus saw neutral impact on completion

and retention, however, when disaggregated by student population, historically
underrepresented students experienced a 6% increase in retention from fall to spring.*
Across a larger-scale, multi-institution study of community colleges, students who took OER
courses had a higher accumulation of credits without a drop in GPA, meaning they were able
to take more courses while maintaining positive academic outcomes. Subsequently, these
students also progressed towards their degree at a faster pace.* Meta-analyses across the
field of OER research also highlights stable student achievement, lower course withdrawal
rates and particular benefits to financially disadvantaged students.*’

Given the gap in research on more longitudinal data for student completion and OER
adoption, WICHE conducted a pilot study with one institution to examine the relationship
between OER and degree completion. That research found that students were more likely to
complete their degree if they took a course with OER or no-cost or low-cost course materials,
though they may have taken more semesters to complete their degree.* While research
continues to investigate the completion implications for OER investments, there have been
clear themes of both cost savings to students and lower rates of academic failure.

First-Year Success

Historically, early student outcomes have been a dominant predictor of degree completion
and persistence.* In other words, student success in the crucial first year (as measured
through GPA, credit load, and gateway course performance) has an outsized influence on
persistence and degree attainment. Given the influence of first-year experiences, states
have continued to invest in first-year success programs to support their students and boost
their completion outcomes. Examples of these policies include corequisite remediation, peer
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learning communities, and peer advising. Specific WICHE state examples of first-year success
programs can be found in the accompanying policy brief on academic success strategies.

One strategy to support early student success is corequisite remediation. This tactic involves
the enrollment of students who require remedial education into credit-bearing, college-level
courses, as well as the provision of academic supports for those students.>® This approach
represents a holistic, supportive alternative to the traditional remediation course model. The
corequisite methodology was developed in response to research indicating that students
enrolled in non-credit-bearing remediation courses were more likely to stop-out or not
complete their postsecondary degree.> While the transition to the corequisite model is more
recent, early examples show promise through evaluations using propensity score matching
and subsequent regression modeling on course outcomes. These studies demonstrated higher
course-passing rates for the corequisite model as compared to the remediation model.>? This
was also found to be the case for nontraditional students at a two-year college, though the
results were positive for corequisite remediation mathematics courses and no relationship was
found for the reading courses utilizing a similar model.>* More recent research found positive
outcomes for degree attainment and completion for students who took corequisite remedial
courses, though most of these outcomes were specific to math courses.>

Peer advising, peer tutoring, and peer learning communities are also featured in first-

year success programs. Some of these programs, such as peer-assisted study sessions,
have been shown to contribute to first-year academic success, greater retention, and
degree completion, though these programs also attract academically high-achieving
students.>®> Other programs, like peer learning communities, have a larger body of research
showing positive outcomes for students who have engaged in peer support and academic
communities.® Overall, it is important for states to invest in high-quality programs designed
to improve student retention in the crucial first year, given their long-term impact on degree
completion outcomes.

Conclusion

Across the academic strategies highlighted in the Western states’ strategic plans, states are
investing in a mix of initiatives that have been shown to affect student completion at varying
levels. As states choose which strategies to invest in, research suggests that they should
have clear objectives for the outcomes they intend to influence.*” The academic strategies of
credit for prior learning, credit transfer and mobility, dual and concurrent enroliment, open
educational resources (OER), and first-year success programs have important completion
outcomes that can vary across contexts. States can continue to invest in data infrastructure
to better understand the long-term effects of these strategies and understand their own
postsecondary landscape and strategic initiatives.
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ENDNOTES

WICHE is a regional higher education interstate compact that includes 15 states and the U.S. Pacific Territories and Freely Associated States. The
use of the term state reflects all states, territories, and freely associated states in the WICHE region. The WICHE region includes Alaska, Arizona,
California, Colorado, Hawaii, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, North Dakota, Oregon, South Dakota, Utah, Washington, Wyoming, and the
following U.S. Pacific Territories and Freely Associated States: American Samoa, Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, Federated States
of Micronesia, Guam, Republic of the Marshall Islands, and Republic of Palau. Throughout this brief, the term “state” is understood to include
states, territories, and freely associated states.
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