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Introduction
Every year thousands of community college students transfer to four-year institutions, often before completing
their associate degree, leaving them without a credential. While this is not a new phenomenon, more recently
colleges and universities have been paying closer attention as they are faced with a growing pressure to increase
graduation rates. Reverse transfer has quickly gained national recognition as an integral element to boosting
degree attainment.
Through the reverse transfer process, students who transfer without their associate degree are provided the
opportunity to get that degree from their community college as they complete the required coursework while
pursuing their bachelor’s degree at their four-year institution.

The Challenge
At the recommendation of Tennessee’s legislature in July 2012, a taskforce was
formed to develop and implement reverse transfer policies, guidelines and
processes across the state. The reverse transfer initiative is part of the state’s
larger “Drive to 55” campaign to raise the number of residents in the state with a
postsecondary credential from 32% to 55% by the year 2025. Since the 2000-01
academic year, 39,954 Tennessee transfer students entered a four-year institution
without an associate degree. 27,744 of those transfer students did not complete
their baccalaureate degree, leaving them without a degree.
The reverse transfer taskforce was comprised of members from the Tennessee
Higher Education Commission, the Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR), the
Tennessee Independent Colleges and Universities Association (TICUA), and the
University of Tennessee (UT) systems. Funding for the project was provided
by the state through an appropriation, as well as a Credit When It’s Due grant
administered by the Lumina Foundation.

“The University of Tennessee
shares the state’s commitment
to seeing a greater percentage
of Tennesseans earn college
degrees. We also recognize
the numerous challenges
transfer students face, and
we’re pleased to help find
solutions to overcome those
challenges.”
Dr. Joe DiPietro,
University of Tennessee
System President

Solution
After much collaboration, the taskforce and determined the most feasible way to develop and implement reverse
transfer on a statewide basis was through a centralized and automated software system. The state issued a
competitive RFP in December 2013, and in May 2014 AcademyOne was selected as their software vendor of choice.
By June 2014, AcademyOne began development of the Reverse Transfer System (RTS). Tennessee’s Transfer
Pathway degree requirements were built using AcademyOne’s Virtual Transfer Advisor solution to facilitate the
mapping of course equivalencies to each community college within the system.
In July 2014, a pilot was conducted with six institutions participating and providing feedback. The pilot commenced
in October 2014 and refinements were made. Training was provided to academic advisors, registrars, graduation
audit analysts and other staff in November 2014.

Reverse Transfer System Workflow
“The Reverse Transfer
initiative is a definite ‘winwin.’ Students may not be
aware that credits earned
after transfer from a twoyear college can help
round out their associate
degree requirements. For
transfer students, a reverse
degree award provides a
well-deserved stamp of
accomplishment and appears
to be a motivating factor to
finish the 4-year degree. On
the institutional side, both
community colleges and
4-year universities stand to
benefit from the impact of
this initiative on graduation
rates, measures that feed into
the state funding formula and
national rankings.”

•

Student Identification: participating four year institutions query institutional
records to identify eligible students and upload them into the RTS. Criteria
includes:
• Current enrollment at a participating public or private four-year Tennessee
school
• A minimum of 15 earned college-level credits from a Tennessee
community college
• Previous transfer from a Tennessee community college before earning a
degree
• 60 college-level credits completed post-transfer at the four-year institution

•

Consent: the RTS emails students eligible to participate in the reverse transfer
process. Students must consent to the sharing of their two- and four-year
course histories by opting in.

•

Transcript Exchange: two- and four-year institutions upload course histories
for consenting students into the RTS.

•

Degree Audit: the RTS runs simulated audits on all consenting students,
mapping each student’s course history against 40 common Tennessee
Transfer Pathway Program requirements. Students that have met, or are close
to meeting, the requirements for an associate degree are identified and their
simulated degree audits are available for formal review by the community
college.

•

Degree Conferral & Advising: students meeting degree requirements are
notified by the two-year college and are conferred a degree. Students who
do not meet degree requirements are advised by the two-year college of any
outstanding requirements needed for completion and contacted again the
following semester.

Dr. India Lane,
University of Tennessee
Assistant Vice President for
Academic Affairs and Student
Success

Results
Tennessee elected to implement the Reverse Transfer System in cycles, coinciding with their Spring and Fall degree
award dates. Cycle 1 began in January 2015 with 7 community colleges, 6 public four-year universities and 1 private
four-year university participating. During this cycle 5,860 eligible students were identified and emailed for consent.
1,159 students consented, giving a 20% opt-in rate. It is estimated that about 4,057 staff hours were saved using
the Reverse Transfer System, creating an approximate monetary savings of $111,495.* In May 2015, 341 students
across the state were part of the first group to receive their degrees through the Reverse Transfer System.
Cycle 2 began in the Fall of 2015 with 9 public four-year universities, 6 private four-year universities and all 13
community colleges in the state participating, making Tennessee one of a handful of states in the country creating
reverse transfer programs on this scale. More than 7,500 eligible students were identified. 1,755 students
consented to participate, giving a 23% opt-in rate. It is estimated that about 6,143 staff hours were saved during this
cycle, creating an approximate monetary savings of $168,830. In December 2015, 460 students received their twoyear degree through the Reverse Transfer System.

Student Experience
An associate degree is seen as a valuable job-seeking credential for undergraduate students working their way
through college. Cassandra Titus agrees and opted in early to find out if she was eligible.
“I need to show proof of experience or education in order to advance, and I feel like having this degree will show them I’m
serious about my career. I’ve worked in administrative assistant roles for almost 10 years and need a degree to advance.”
Cassandra transferred to Tennessee State University from Nashville State Community College in May 2014 to
pursue a bachelor’s degree in accounting. She hopes to get her foot in the door with her current employer’s
accounting department before she graduates in December 2016.

Conclusion
Colleges and universities that manually administer reverse transfers are faced with the time-consuming workflow
processes of compiling student credit and performing audit evaluations. Working with Tennessee, AcademyOne
has developed a Reverse Transfer solution that automates and optimizes reverse transfer policies and processes,
easing administrative burdens and allowing two- and four-year institutions to maximize their collaborations.
Our Reverse Transfer solution enhances communication, identifies more potential completers, assimilates data
from multiple student systems and runs an automated degree audit - allowing institutions to better advise nearcompleters and confer degrees to those that have earned them.
* Calculation based on the total hours saved and the estimated hourly salary of Reverse Transfer staff with a benefit load incorporated. Salaries
were based on the “2014-2015 Professionals in Higher Education Salaries Survey,” conducted by The College and University Professional
Association for Human Resources. Benefit load percentage was based on the “Labor Intensive or Labor Expensive? Changing Staffing and
Compensation Patterns in Higher Education,” by American Institutes for Research.

