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Joy McKinnon, Seneca College 

TOPIC 

“Barriers and solutions that build trust and understanding in support of pan-

Canadian credit transfer pathways for students” 

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION 

"It is not difficult to find reasons why pan Canadian credit transfer is a challenge. 

However, the participants in this panel discussion will provide their perspectives 

on solutions to overcoming these obstacles in general, and addressing the specific 

challenge of trans-provincial institutional and regulatory understanding and 

trust." 
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It is not difficult to find reasons why pan-Canadian credit transfer is a challenge. 

Systemic barriers, students’ needs and perceptions and the challenges faced by 

individual postsecondary institutions impede credit transfer and the development 

of cross-jurisdictional understanding and trust. 

Systemic barriers include existing program structures and curriculum, institutional 

policy and goals and government policy. 

With regard to program structures and curriculum, credit transfer is inhibited by: 

 Inflexible pre-requisite and co-requisite structures; 

 Differences in curriculum for the same course or credential; 

 Requirements of regulatory and licensing bodies; and 

 Philosophical differences related to the integrity of assessing transfer credit on 

the basis of outcomes achieved at the end of a program or at the end of each 

year of a program versus course by course assessment. 

 

 Institutional policy that can inhibit credit transfer includes residency 

requirements, overly restrictive admissions and progression requirements, “credit 

shelf-life” decisions and the cost of processing transfers. Institutional goals such 

as aggressive retention and graduation rate targets, may not promote credit 

transfer. 
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Finally, government policy, can unintentionally dissuade the expansion of credit 

transfer opportunities.  In Ontario, the current formula to calculate a College 

program’s graduation rate can penalize institutions when students transfer to 

another program or school. Furthermore, the program-based tuition model does 

not encourage students to apply for transfer credits since there is very little 

financial benefit to receiving credit. 

 Students’ needs and perceptions can also inhibit the expansion of credit 

transfer.  Students’ financial challenges and their need for flexible delivery 

options may result in lower adoption of credit transfer opportunities. In Ontario, 

obtaining credit may actually limit funding options through OSAP if students are 

not taking a “full” course load.  Furthermore, many students are not aware of 

credit transfer opportunities and the tools available such as ONCAT’s OnTransfer 

web site in Ontario.  Poorly coordinated communications within and across 

institutions, government and other stakeholders contribute to awareness issues.  

Those students who are aware of transfer options may furthermore have 

concerns about the reputation and recognition of programs completed through 

transfer arrangements. 

Challenges faced by individual institutions also impede credit transfer.  Many 

colleges and universities do not have the resources required to modify 

curriculum, and build and support credit transfer systems and processes.  Those 

that do have these systems in place, may still have work to do on their policies to 

ensure that they support credit transfer.  Institutional transformation is often 

required to capitalize on credit transfer opportunities.  This requires the full 

engagement of faculty and staff – the building of institutional and cross-
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institutional understanding and trust through professional development and the 

promotion of the value of credit transfer as an opportunity to facilitate learning 

pathways for students. 

 

While we contemplate the barriers to pan-Canadian credit transfer, we are 

captivated by the opportunities.  One new horizon is the role of pan-Canadian 

credit transfer in facilitating international student mobility.   

 

Canadian post-secondary institutions are increasingly interested both in attracting 

inbound international students and in facilitating study abroad opportunities for 

outbound Canadian students.  Credential-seeking, international students continue 

to face significant barriers to credit transfer.  Institutional resources may be 

inadequate to assess credits earned outside Canada resulting in additional costs 

for credential and course assessment by external organizations (ICAS or WES). 

Furthermore, such external evaluations are often too generic to adequately 

address all required indicators for full credit assessment.  The lack of familiarity 

with international educational systems and nomenclature and the tendency to 

rely on block transfer only for inter-institutional agreements, further limits 

transfer opportunities. 

For outbound Canadian students, barriers to credit transfer include prescriptive 

curriculum in regulated programs, the lack of familiarity with non-Canadian 

educational jurisdictions, the lack of resources for mapping curriculum to 

facilitate exchange agreements and current funding policy linked to taking a “full 

course load”. 
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With all of these barriers, it would be easy to be discouraged, but we are making 

progress.  In Ontario, we are seeing institutional collaboration like never before. 

With the support and leadership of ONCAT, we have mapped institutional 

pathways in many disciplines, including the province-wide Business pathway 

project, through which colleges are currently developing common learning 

outcomes for each of years one and two of diploma programs in four Business 

disciplines (Human Resources, Accounting, Business Administration and 

Marketing). Collaborations are also developing between Registrars and Degree 

Credit Transfer Offices across Ontario colleges and universities, supporting 

ONCAT’s course-to-course database facilitating credit transfer. Colleges, 

universities, ONCAT and professional and regulatory bodies are linking web sites 

and collaborating on online learning and communications strategies to promote 

credit transfer to students and influencers. 

Through initiatives like today’s interprovincial transfer forum, post-secondary 

institutions across Canada will be able to further collaborate to build the trust and 

understanding required to make trans-provincial and international credit transfer 

a viable and attractive option for many more students. 


