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Introduction 
 

Despite the longstanding centrality of student transfer in the 

United States’ postsecondary system1 and the presence of state-

level policies regulating transfer in the majority of states2, the 

loss of credits during transfer remains a significant issue. The 

most current research using national data has estimated that 

between 40-65% of transfer students lose at least some credits 

at the time of transfer, and between 15-40% lose all or nearly 

all of their credits when transferring3. Yet the field knows little 

about the most significant drivers of credit loss. This data note 

highlights key findings from a study that sheds new light on 

these drivers by drawing on data from cohorts of students who 

transferred into public 4-year colleges in Hawaii and North 

Carolina4. Both states were part of the Credit When It’s Due 

(CWID) initiative5, and the data collected through CWID was 

used for this current study. This research was supported by the 

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation through a grant entitled 

Bridging Reverse Transfer Research to a Broader Transfer 

Agenda.  

 

 

Hawaii and North Carolina Postsecondary Contexts 
 

The University of Hawaii (UH) System consists of three 4-year 

colleges and seven 2-year colleges governed by a single Board 

of Regents, which establishes transfer policy for the entire 

system. The unified nature of the UH System has provided 

opportunities for innovative approaches to facilitating transfer, 

including an automated and centralized system for determining 

credit transferability and applicability known as the Student 

Transcript Academic Resource (STAR) system. North 

Carolina’s postsecondary environment consists of two systems: 

the University of North Carolina (UNC) system oversees public 

4-year colleges, and the North Carolina Community College 

System (NCCCS) governs 2-year colleges. Although the system 

is not unified, legislative mandates led to the Comprehensive 

Articulation Agreement (CAA) that established common 

transfer and articulation policies for all public 2-year and 4-year 

colleges, such as a general education core curriculum and 

automatic admission with junior status to any UNC institution 

for students who earn an associate’s degree at a NC community 

college. 

 

 

 

 

Limited Credit Loss and Uneven Distribution in Both 

States 

 
In both Hawaii and North Carolina, roughly three-quarters of 

transfers into public 4-year colleges lost no credits at the time 

of transfer. The average credit loss rate6 was much lower than 

national averages: 3.9% for Hawaii, and 7.2%. However, credit 

loss was substantial for a select portion of students as well – 

roughly one in 20 students in both states lost between 33-40% 

of their credits.  

Figure 1: Distribution of Credit Loss by Percentile 

 

Mixed Findings on Pre-Transfer Attainment and 

Credit Loss 
 

In Hawaii, students who earned any credential prior to transfer, 

including short-term certificates and the occupationally oriented 

associate of applied science (AAS) degree, experienced 

significantly less credit loss than their peers who had not 

received an award. In contrast, in North Carolina, students with 

no credential had the lowest credit loss rate. Students who 

earned academic associate’s degrees (AA and AS) before 

transfer experienced slightly more credit loss than students who 

transferred without a credential, and students who earned 

occupational credentials (certificate and AAS) lost roughly 

twice as many credits as the no credential group. These findings 

suggest very different relationships between pre-transfer 

credential attainment and credit loss by state, raising concerns 

that studies combining data across states, such as analyses using 

national datasets, may mask understanding of factors that 

contribute to credit loss. 

 



Figure 2: Credit Loss by Credential Earned Pre-Transfer  

 

 

Credits Lost by Pre-Transfer Credits Earned 
 

In both states, the more credits students earned prior to transfer, the 

greater the extent of credit loss they experienced, on average; 

however, the pattern of credit loss differed by state. In Hawaii, the 

increase in credit loss was much more gradual across credit ranges 

than in North Carolina where we see a sharp jump in the magnitude 

of credit loss between students with 61-75 credits and students with 

76-90 credits. Since associate’s degrees conferred on a semester 

basis generally require between 60-75 credits, students with more 

than 75 credits are likely to have earned credits in excess of degree 

requirements, which are therefore less likely to transfer. One 

anomalous finding is that North Carolina students with 1-15 credits 

at the time of transfer experienced two to three times more credit 

loss compared to the four groups of students with 16-75 credits.  

Figure 3: Credit Loss by Number of Credits Earned Prior to Transfer 

 

 

Racial/Ethnic Disparities in Credit Loss 
 

In Hawaii, White students were the racial group with the highest rate 

of credit loss, apart from American Indian/Alaskan Native students 

who comprised <1% of the sample. However, in North Carolina, 

whose student population is more diverse and reflective of the 

demographic composition of the United States as a whole, racial/

ethnic disparities are evident in credit loss. In this state, White 

students lost 6% of their credits, on average, whereas most other 

subgroups lost between 9-15%7. Given the dearth of literature on the 

relationship between students’ demographic backgrounds and credit 

loss, future research should attend to potential disparities between 

student groups in the number and type of credits that the students are 

accumulating and the likelihood of transferring these credits to other 

higher education institutions.  

 

 

Figure 4: Credit Loss by Race/Ethnicity   

 

 

Even in Coordinated Higher Education Systems, 

Institutions Play a Key Role 
 

Hawaii and North Carolina are both examples of relatively 

coordinated higher education systems in terms of transfer – both 2-

year and 4-year institutions in the UH system are regulated by a 

single governing board, and the CAA in North Carolina instituted 

common transfer and articulation policies for all public colleges in 

the state despite 2-year and 4-year colleges being regulated by 

different systems. This is one possible explanation as to why rates of 

credit loss are lower in these states than the national averages. 

However, regression models containing 4-year institution fixed 

effects found significant variation between institutions in the 

magnitude of credit loss students were predicted to experience, 

including in models controlling for students’ demographic and 

academic characteristics8. This finding highlights the importance of 

examining the course articulation and transfer policies and practices 

colleges are employing, even for institutions within the same 

system. 

 

 

Summary 
 

We know the “traditional” college student is no longer the norm – 

vertical transfer, lateral transfer, and student swirl are increasingly 

prevalent patterns in the US postsecondary system. Given this new 

normal, it is critical to ensure that the policies and practices 

regulating credit transfer and articulation are working efficiently to 

prevent students’ loss of time, money, and momentum towards the 

degree. Although some national studies of credit loss have been 

produced, these analyses mask important differences between states 

that could influence credit loss, such as their higher education 

governance systems, transfer and articulation policy, and student 

characteristics. This data dote has investigated credit loss both 

within and between states to understand how their contexts relate to 

credit loss. Hawaii and North Carolina reveal a complex picture that 

may be influenced by state governance and policy contexts, as a 

relatively small proportion of students in both states experienced 

limited credit loss but the incidence of credit loss was not distributed 

evenly among institutions or student groups. Future research should 

continue to investigate policies and practices that facilitate credit 

transfer within state and institutional contexts to identify and 

ameliorate credit loss.  
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