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Abstract
This study examined the transfer trends for, and

significant differences between, transfer students who
graduated from community college career-oriented
programs and students who graduated from liberal arts
programs and looked at possible factors which affect
these trends and differences. The results indicated students
who made better grades in the Community College made
better grades in the Senior College. Also, for transfers
who graduated from career-oriented programs, older
students and students who had been placed in remedial
courses earned higher senior college GPA than their
younger counterparts and students who did not attend
remedial courses. For transfers who graduated from liberal
arts programs, males and Hispanic students did not do as
well as other students.

Introduction
Today, almost 50% of the students registered in public

higher education are enrolled in community colleges
(Cohen & Brawer, 1996, 2003; Hughes & Graham, 1992;
Laanan, 2001). Many of these students will plan to transfer
to four-year institutions to pursue a bachelor’s degree
(Laanan, 2004). Research has often focused on students’
community college grades and GPA in comparison with
their transfer institution grades and GPA (Laanan, 2004).
Other studies have compared community college transfer
students’ attrition or graduation rates with those of non-
transfer students (Laanan, 2004). But none of these studies
discovered differences between students who transferred
from community college career-oriented programs and
students from liberal arts programs (See Appendix A for
a complete list of associate programs offered in the City
University of New York system).  Career-oriented programs

in community colleges are not designed for transfer purpose
and transfers from these programs to a four-year institution
are required bilateral rather than statewide articulation.
The accreditation criteria for faculty, the general education
requirements for students as well as the workforce
preparedness mission in transfer and career-oriented
programs are different.  For example, all courses designed
as approved for transfer are taught by faculty who met
certain college credential requirements while some courses
designated “not-for-transfer” are taught by faculty who do
not meet college credential requirements.

The studies on the academic performance of students
from these two types of programs can help transfer
counselors at community colleges when they provide advice
to their advisees and institutional administrators at four-
year institutions when they develop a bilateral articulation
agreement with community colleges. The answers can
also benefit state educational leaders when they reconsider
their articulation system or set up a new system for four-
year institutions.

Literature Review
In the 100 years since their inception, community

colleges have spread across the United States to become
the largest sector of higher education, representing nearly
1,200 regionally accredited institutions within commuting
distance of more than 90 percent of the population and
more than 11.5 million students take classes at community
colleges each year (Boggs, 2004).  Most U.S. community
college systems began with a primary mission of promoting
transfer education (Dougherty, 1994). The success of
college transfer students, from an academic standpoint,
has been used as an important measure of the quality of
a community college education (Glass & Harrington, 2002).
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However, by the latter half of the 20th century, community
colleges had evolved into comprehensive institutions,
offering a mix of vocational, remedial, adult education, and
liberal arts programs (Bailey & Averianova, 1999).

As the functions of community colleges expanded, the
percentage of enrolled students transferring to a four-year
institution to pursue a bachelor’s degree declined.   Recent
studies estimate the current national transfer rate to be
between 20% and 25% (Bryant, 2001; Grubb, 1991).
Moreover, because of a concerted effort to increase the
retention of first and second year students, the admission
slots for transfer applicants at four-year institutions have
diminished during the last several years. The literature
suggests that community colleges can reinforce their
position in the educational pipeline by emphasizing transfer
within their home institutions (Palmer, 1987; Prager, 1992).

One way that community colleges seek to increase
transfer rates is through the development of both bilateral
and state level articulation systems with four-year
institutions and state educational administrators. The
articulation systems, under ideal circumstances, are a
means of standardizing the transfer process and
theoretically should enhance the chances of movement
through the educational pipeline.  Students in the transfer
pipeline have the opportunity to complete their general
education requirements by participating in formalized
articulation systems and then transferring to the four-year
institution of choice (Laanan, 2001). Townsend (2001)
suggested that students graduating from career-oriented
programs at a community college may be transferring in
equal or even grater numbers than students with traditional
transfer degrees. However, Romano and Wisniewski (2005)
indicated that transfer rates for first-time full-time entrants
to community college liberal arts programs are significantly
higher than transfer rates from career-oriented programs.

Objectives
Although career-oriented programs are not designed

for transfer, some students in these programs do transfer
to four-year institutions to pursue a bachelor’s degree.
Thus when we talk about community college transfer
students, we are talking about career-oriented transfer
students and liberal arts transfer students. What is the
transfer pattern for these two groups of students?  Are
there any differences in terms of their academic
performance at transfer institutions? How are their
community college GPA and demographic characteristics
associated with their transfer institution academic
performance? Because there is a dearth of literature
regarding these questions, this study focuses on the
following three research questions:

1. What are the transfer trends for career-oriented
graduates and liberal arts graduates from community
colleges?

2. Are there any significant differences between the

academic performance (GPA) of career-oriented
graduates and liberal arts graduates at either their
community college or at their transfer institution?

3.  Are there any specific predictor variables for transfer
institution academic performance (GPA) of career-
oriented graduates and liberal arts graduates?

The present study addresses these questions through
an examination of transfer rates, transfer institution
graduation rates, and predictive factors for community
college transfer students from these two types of programs.

Methods
Sample

The sample selected for the present study consisted of
8,746 students who graduated from Borough of Manhattan
Community College (BMCC) between June 1994 and
February 2002 and transferred to a senior college in the
City University of New York (CUNY). Of these 8,746
students, 5,950 graduated from a career-oriented program
and 2,796 from a liberal arts program.  All data used for this
study were drawn from CUNY Institutional Research Database
in Oracle Discoverer (IRDB) and Common Selection System
created by BMCC College Computer Center.

Borough of Manhattan Community College is a typical
urban community college with its location in Lower
Manhattan of New York City.  Among its 18,465 enrollments
in fall 2003, part-time students make up 39.4% and minority
students make up 88.9% (BMCC Fact Book, 2003 –
2004) and all students come from five boroughs of New
York City.  The college deems its mission as providing
general, liberal arts, and career education, as well as
transfer programs, relevant to the needs, interests, and
aspirations of all students, along with continuing education
for adults of all ages (BMCC Fact Book, 2002 – 2003).  It
is also committed to providing collaborative programs and
services responsive to the educational, cultural, and
recreational needs of the community.

Variables
The dependent variable was Senior College GPA, which

was measured as in the last semester BMCC transfers
graduated from or stayed with a transfer institution by Fall
2004. The scores of standardized tests, such as SAT
Verbal, SAT Math, Regent English, Regent Math 1, Regent
Math 2, and Regent Math 3 were originally selected as
independent variables but finally excluded from this study
because of the very low percent of students who took
these tests.   Eleven independent variables were grouped
into three blocks, Academics (BMCC GPA, BMCC Credit
Hours Earned, and College Admissions Average),
Demographics (Age, Gender, Black, Hispanic, and Asian),
and Other (Months from High School Graduation, Education
Disadvantage, and Economic Disadvantage) as shown in
Table 1.
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Table  1.  Descriptive Statistics for all Relevant Variables
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Data Analyses
To answer the first research question, a descriptive

profile was created for all BMCC graduates, transfers (to
a CUNY senior college), and transfer rates over the time
(June 1994 to February 2002).   Another descriptive profile
was also created for transfers who graduated from a
CUNY senior college and their senior college graduation
rates during the time. To answer the second research
question, two t tests were used to examine differences in
the average GPA for career-oriented graduates versus
liberal arts graduates.  The comparisons between these
two groups were made regarding their BMCC GPA as
well as their senior college GPA. To answer the third
research question, a multiple linear regression was
conducted on independent variables to determine how
much variance of the dependent variable (senior college
GPA) was explained by each independent variable and
which independent variables significantly influenced the
dependent variable for these two groups.  Each variable
was entered using the stepwise method based on their
significant ability to explain the dependent measure
because the literature review did not reveal any a priori
reason for sequencing predictor variables in the model.
Separate equations were solved for career-oriented
graduates and liberal arts graduates. A two-tailed test of
statistical significance (p<0.05) was used for assessing
the statistical significance of the equations solved and
the independent variables.   SPSS 11.5 was used for the
analyses.

Limitations
First, this study was based on the data collected from

a single urban community college; therefore, the findings
may not be generalized to either four-year institutions or
other community colleges. Second, the sample only
includes BMCC graduates who transferred to a senior
college in the CUNY system during June 1994 to February
2002.  Though the majority of BMCC graduates transferred
to the CUNY system, a small number of graduates

transferred to four-year institutions in the State University
of New York (SUNY) system and other states and were
not covered in this study.  Third, the indicator for academic
performance is GPA which may not be consistent from
college to college because of various grading procedures.
Fourth, the independent variables did not include other
parameters, such as psychological, affective, or behavioral
indicators. Consequently, the percentage of variance which
can be explained for the dependent variable is low (32.1%
for career-oriented graduates and 24.1% for liberal arts
graduates).  Fifth, the definition and classification of career-
oriented programs and liberal arts programs may vary in
different higher education systems. The classification of
associate programs used in this study (see Appendix A) is
only for the CUNY system. Finally, the study only focuses
on graduates from a community college program and its
results may not apply to students who transfer to a senior
college before completing their community college program.

Results
It is quite clear that over the period of time for this study,

the transfer rates for these two groups in Table 2 were
pretty stable with overall transfer rate for liberal arts
graduates being 8.8 percent points higher than that for
career-oriented graduates. The transfer rate differences
between these two groups ranged from 6.7 percent points
(98-99) to 11.4 percent points (99-00). Though career-
oriented programs are not designed for transfer purpose,
more than half of the students (57.8%) who graduated from
these programs transferred to a senior college to pursue
a bachelor’s or higher degree. The senior college graduation
rates for these two groups are very close with the overall
graduation rate for liberal arts graduates being only .8
percent point higher than that for career-oriented graduates.

With graduation measured based on students who
completed their degree requirements prior to Fall 2004
several factors can be interpreted from Table 3.  First, the
earlier cohorts, with the longer periods of time in which to
graduate, obtain higher graduation rates.  When the time-

Table  2.  BMCC Graduates, Transfers, and Transfer Rates over Time
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to-cohort was coded as a linear number of years prior to
Fall 2004 ( 01-02 = 2, 00-01 = 3, etc.), and a quadratic of
this measure was fit to the graduation rate, the data in the
table showed that graduation rates increased at a
decreasing rate until about eight to nine years after
completing the community college program.

The equation for Career-oriented students was:

Graduation Rate = -.628 + 12.766xYear– .804xYear2

R2 = .971, p< .001

The equation for Liberal Arts students was:

Graduation Rate = -6.583 + 14.017xYear– .808xYear2

R2 = .901, p< .003

Senior College GPA
Differential GPA means and t-test results between all

BMCC career-oriented graduates and liberal arts graduates
as well as graduates who transferred to a senior college
in CUNY during the time are presented in Table 4.  For all

Table  3.  Senior College Graduation Rates over Time

Table  4.  Grade Point Average Means for BMCC Graduates and Transfers from June 1994
through February 2002 (Graduates, N=14,501 students; Transfers, N=8,746 Students)

BMCC graduates, graduates from a career-oriented
program earn a significantly higher average GPA (2.90)
than graduates from a liberal arts program (2.82) with an
effect size (d) of 0.171. Consistently, the mean of GPA for
all transfers who graduated from a career-oriented program
(2.91) is significantly higher than for students who graduated
from a liberal arts program (2.81) with an effect size (d) of
0.21.  The mean of senior college GPA for students who
graduated from a career-oriented program (2.69) is
significantly higher than for students who graduated from
a liberal arts program (2.57) with an effect size (d) of 0.11.

Senior College GPA Equations
The variable-by-variable incremental R2 change for

career-oriented and liberal arts graduates is shown in
Table 5.  In both the career-oriented group and the liberal
arts group, BMCC GPA was by far the largest contributor
to transfer institution academic performance (GPA).  For
career-oriented graduates, a multiple correlation of R=.566
(p<.001) was achieved. The BMCC GPA explained a
significant proportion (31.4%) of the variance in senior
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college GPA (p<.001), followed by dummy variable Gender
(R2   Change = .003, p<.001), Age (R2 Change = .002,
p<.05), College Admissions Average (R2   Change = .001,
p<.05), and dummy variable Education Disadvantage (R2

Change = .001, p<.05). For liberal arts graduates, a
multiple correlation of R=.491 (p<.05) was achieved.   The
BMCC GPA explained a significant proportion (23.7%) of
the variance in senior college GPA (p<.001), followed by
dummy variable Gender (R2 Change = .002, p<.05) and
dummy variable Hispanic (R2   Change = .002, p<.05).  As
can be seen in Table 5, the total proportion of the variance
explained in transfer institution academic performance
was 32.1 percent for career-oriented graduates and 24.1
percent for liberal arts graduates.

The standardized (beta) regression weights, t values,
and significance levels for career-oriented and liberal arts
graduates are presented in Table 6.  The BMCC GPA was
the strongest positive predictor for both career-oriented
graduates and liberal arts graduates, indicating that
students who earned higher BMCC GPA tend to perform
better at transfer institutions. Gender was the strongest
negative predictor for both career-oriented graduates and
liberal arts graduates, suggesting that female students
who transferred tend to perform better in transfer institutions.
For career-oriented graduates, the other positive variables
were Age and Education Disadvantage, indicating that
older students and those who were flagged as having an
education disadvantage performed better academically at
transfer institutions. The other negative variable was College
Admissions Average, revealing that those who obtained
lower grades in high school did better academic
performance at transfer institutions. For liberal arts
graduates, the other negative variable was Hispanic (a
dummy variable), implying that Hispanic transfer students
did not do as well as other students at transfer institutions.

Table  5.  Results of Stepwise Multiple Regression for Senior College GPA
from All Independent Variables

Discussion
The results from this study indicate the transfer rates

for BMCC students who graduated from career-oriented
programs are very close to graduates from liberal arts
programs. But career-oriented programs offered at
community colleges are not designed for transfer purpose
and transfer from these programs to a four-year institution
requires a bilateral rather than being based on a statewide
articulation. As community college liberal arts programs
play a critical role in providing access to students who
desire to continue their education beyond a two-year
institution (Laanan, 2001), it is reasonable for us to rethink
the design of career-oriented programs. To ensure the
students who graduated from these programs have a
secure and smooth transfer to a four-year institution, we
may need to set accreditation criteria for faculty members
to teach in career-oriented programs, add general education
requirements to students to study in these programs, and
expand the bilateral articulation agreements to statewide
or even profession-wide agreements.  At least all courses
offered in these programs should be taught by faculty who
met college credential requirements.

The BMCC GPA means for the students who graduated
from a career-oriented program were significantly higher
than those from a liberal arts program with an effect size
of 0.21. Though the senior college GPA means of the
former group were still significantly higher than the latter,
the effect size was almost reduced to half of the value
(0.11) and their senior graduation rates were almost equal.
Does this mean that career-oriented graduates do not
have potential for further study as liberal arts students do?
This finding may also suggest a modification for the
design of career-oriented programs offered at community
colleges or a further study to investigate this phenomenon.

Though other variables contributed to transfer institution
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academic performance, their contribution was much smaller
compared with the BMCC GPA.  Their combined effects
only explained 0.7% additional variance in senior college
GPA for career-oriented graduates and 0.4% for liberal
arts graduates. This result is consistent with Phlegar’s
(1981) finding that community college GPA is the best
single predictor of transfer institution GPA. Among the
other variables, the strongest negative variable, which
affects the transfer institution academic performance, is
student gender.  This finding indicated that female students
who transferred from a community college performed better
academically than male students at transfer institutions.
For career-oriented students who transferred, older students
did better academically at transfer institutions. The results
also suggested that students who were flagged as having
an education disadvantage would do better than those
who were not. This result may reveal that remedial courses
offered at the community college are efficient in improving
students’ basic skills, such as math, English reading and
writing. All students who failed any CUNY skills
assessment test are flagged as having an education
disadvantage and placed in related remedial courses. It is
interesting that economic disadvantage did not show a
significant effect on transfer institution academic
performance. For liberal arts students who transferred,
Hispanic students did not perform as well as other students
did. These findings may be helpful for transfer program
consultants in providing appropriate advice to their advisees
for assisting their transfer efforts.

Recommendation
A broader survey is needed to examine the relationship

between the students who graduated from career-oriented
programs and the students who graduated from liberal arts
programs at community colleges regarding their community
college academic performance and transfer institution
performance with more variables from other realms, such
as psychological, affective, and behavioral parameters.

The graduation rates at the transfer institution for those
who transferred from the two types of programs at
community colleges were surprisingly similar and indicate
that if one is to look at graduation, it may be necessary
to look at a time of 8-10 years as the time it takes for the
rate to stabilize. The length of time is most likely also
related to going part-time and being older and other factors
that are seen as putting students at risk of not completing
a bachelor’s degree.

The BMCC GPA means for transfer students from
career-oriented programs are significantly higher than those
from liberal arts programs with an effect size of 0.21.
Though senior college GPA means for the former group
are significantly higher than the latter, the effect size was
almost reduced to half of the value (0.11).  Further study
is needed to investigate if this phenomenon means that
career-oriented students do not have potential for further
study as liberal arts students do.

Endnote
1 The effect size is computed as the mean difference
divided by a pooled estimate of standard deviation.  The
pooled standard deviation is found as the root mean
square of the two standard deviations (Cohen, 1988, p.
44). That is, the pooled standard deviation is the square
root of the average of the squared standard deviations.
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Appendix A:  Complete List of Associate Programs Offered in CUNY
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Appendix A:  Complete List of Associate Programs Offered in CUNY (cont.)
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