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background

Throughout the history of published articulations in the BC Transfer Guide, articulations have been predomi-
nantly grounded in lower level courses. Lower level courses are defined as courses offered at either the first 
or second year of university study. Upper level courses are defined as courses offered at the third year of 
university study or higher. There are a number of contributing factors to the high volume of lower level articu-
lation. Residency requirements, whereby students are required to complete a specified percentage of study 
at their graduating institution, often in the final two years of study; the higher degree of specialization of up-
per level courses; and the lower rates of student mobility of upper level transfer students have all been cited 
as a rationale for limiting articulation to lower level courses. The changing mandates of institutions have led 
to a greater number of degree programs available, which has in turn led to a greater variety of upper level 
courses available to transfer students. In response to these changes, BCCAT informed the BC Transfer  
System in 2006 that upper level articulations would be published in the BC Transfer Guide, provided institu-
tions were willing to enter into such arrangements.

Despite this position, awareness about the rates of upper level articulation remains limited. Articulation 
committees routinely ask whether upper level articulation is permitted, and if so, which institutions are open 
to receiving upper level requests. Some institutions have expressed concerns not only about the resource 
implications of upper level articulation, but about whether an increase in articulation activity is warranted in 
light of actual student mobility patterns.

As a result of these and other questions, BCCAT decided to conduct a review of upper level articulation in 
the BC Transfer System for the following purposes:

1.	 Identify any system-wide trends with regards to upper level articulation.

2.	 Identify any challenges or opportunities represented by upper level articulation.

3.	 Make recommendations with regard to upper level articulation practice and policy within the  
BC Transfer System.
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DEFINITIONS

For the purposes of this paper, the following definitions were used for the data gathering:

Upper Level Articulation

An agreement including an upper level course. For example, any articulation including a course offered 
at the third year or higher.

Lower Level Agreement

An agreement involving lower level courses only. For example, LANG ENGL 1128 = SFU ENGL 101 (3).

Upper to Upper Level Agreement

An agreement between upper level courses only. For example, LANG PSYC 3320 = SFU PSYC 3XX (3).

Upper to Lower Level Agreement

An agreement involving an upper level sending course to a lower level receiving course. For example, 
LANG BCAP 3200 = SFU BUS 237 (3)

Lower to Upper Level Agreement

An agreement involving a lower level sending course to an upper level receiving course. For example, 
DOUG HIST 2210 = AU HIST 338 (3)

Data Collection

Data for this paper were gathered from a database extract from the Transfer Credit Evaluation System 
(TCES) dated January 1, 2013. Transfer agreements were reviewed from the TCES extract to determine the 
current rates and trends of upper level articulation. In addition, verbal discussion with individuals from two 
BC Transfer System members helped to inform the findings and conclusions.
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findings

An analysis of data collected for this paper supports the following key findings:

1.	 The rates of upper level articulations have remained flat over the past six years.

2.	 Approximately 50% of articulations involving upper level courses are upper to lower level agree-
ments.

3.	 Articulations involving upper level courses are predominantly at institutions with a larger breadth  
of programs.

4.	 Upper level articulation is predominant in Arts and Science subjects.

5.	 A limited number of BC Transfer System institutions have made explicit their position regarding up-
per level articulation.

1.	 The rates of upper level articulation have remained flat over the past six years.

In 2006, there were 12,844 articulations that included an upper level course. This represented approximately 
14% of the total articulations (91,864) in the BC Transfer Guide. Since 2006, the rate of upper level articu-
lation has increased at the same rate as total articulations, approximately 55%. As of Jan 1, 2013, the BC 
Transfer Guide contained 161,895 total articulations, of which 23,901 included upper level courses. This rep-
resents an upper level articulation rate of 14.76%. Despite the increase in upper level course offerings at BC 
Transfer System institutions, and the relaxation at some institutions of residency requirements, one would 
expect the rates of upper level articulation to have increased over the past six years.

2.	Approximately 50% of articulations involving upper level courses are upper to lower 
level agreements.

A more thorough review of the upper level articulations reveals that 50% of upper level articulations are up-
per level to lower level agreements. This means that half of the articulations involving an upper level course 
at a sending institution articulate to a lower level course at the receiving institution. A breakdown of upper 
level articulations is provided in the following table:
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A rationale for the higher rate of upper level courses receiving lower level credit is not apparent from the 
data. In speaking with individuals at some BC Transfer System institutions, ambiguity between subject 
matter offered at the lower and upper level, particularly between second and third year offerings, was 
cited as a possible reason for the higher rates of upper to lower level articulations.

3.	 Institutions with a larger breadth of programs have a larger volume of upper level 
articulation.

An analysis of those institutions that have negotiated the most upper level articulation reveals that 
the volume of program offerings has an impact on the volume of upper level articulation. The top five 
sending institutions with upper level articulations are represented in the following table:

Senders
Upper Level  
Articulations

DOUG 4,854

KWAN 2,998

TRU-OL 2,707

TRU 2,301

UFV 1,828

These five institutions all offer a large volume of programs and course offerings, including online 
courses.

Upper Level  
Articulations

Total %

Total Agreements 23,901 n/a

Upper to Upper 8,651 36.2%

Lower to Upper 3,342 14.0%

Upper to Lower 11,908 49.8%
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The top five receiving institutions for upper level articulations are as follows:

Receivers
Upper Level  
Articulations

UVIC 3,225

TRU-OL 3,056

SFU 2,952

UFV 2,893

UNBC 2,485

Three of the top five receivers are research-intensive universities that offer a greater breadth of upper 
level course offerings.  

4.	 Upper level articulation is predominant in Arts and Science subjects.

A review of the subjects in which upper level articulation takes place reveals a predominance of 
traditional Arts and Science courses. A breakdown of the top ten subjects involving upper level 
articulation is as follows:

Subject
Upper Level  
Articulations

Psychology 1,694

Biology 1,110

English 944

Music 781

Business 771

History 668

Private Music 

Instruction

660

Chemistry 612

Criminology 589

Economics 587
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Seven of the top ten subjects are in traditional Arts and Science based disciplines.  Fine Arts disciplines 
are also represented by Music and Private Music Instruction. Business is the only representative in the 
top ten from outsides Arts, Fine Arts, and Science. The remainder of upper level articulations are spread 
out amongst various subjects across all disciplines. The top ten subjects involving upper level articulations 
represent 47% of all upper level articulations published in the BC Transfer Guide.  In total, there were 50 
disciplines that had 100 or greater upper level articulation agreements.

5.	A limited number of BC Transfer System institutions have made explicit their policy 
regarding upper level articulation.

Several years ago, BCCAT asked BC Transfer System members to provide their upper level articulation 
policy in an effort to make explicit whether institutions were willing to accept upper level articulation requests.  
Only eight institutions responded, with the policies summarized as follows:

The remaining institutions did not respond to BCCAT’s request for a position statement. Of note, all 
institutions in the BC Transfer System have published upper level articulations in the BC Transfer 
Guide regardless of whether they have a stated policy that they will not accept upper level articulation 
requests. For example, SFU has the third highest number of upper level articulations published in the 
BC Transfer Guide, despite having a policy that states they will only accept requests in the subject 
of Biology. Similarly, UBCO, VIU, and UBC all have between 500 and 1,500 upper level articulations 
respectively. This study did not investigate whether any of these institutions have changed their policy 
since the BCCAT survey.

Institution Policy

ECU Yes, but only to Visual Art/Design studio, English or Art History.

VIU No, will not articulate upper level requests.

SFU No, will not articulate upper level requests except for Biology.

TRU Yes, will articulate upper level requests.

TRU-OL Yes, will articulate upper level requests.

UBC No, will not articulate upper level requests.

UBCO No, will not articulate upper level requests.

UNBC Yes, will articulate upper level requests.
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conclusions

In light of the above findings, the following conclusions are drawn.

1.	 Institutions are willing to articulate upper level courses.

Institutions in the BC Transfer System have been articulating upper level courses at a consistent rate 
for the past six years. Regardless of whether they have a policy that makes their upper level policy 
explicit, all institutions participate in upper level articulations that are published in the BC Transfer 
Guide. While there does not appear to have been any formal movement to articulate upper level 
courses, upper level courses appear to have been included in the regular flow of articulation activity 
since articulations began being published electronically in 1995. 

The willingness to articulate upper level courses does not appear to be limited to specific disciplines. 
Although Arts and Science based subjects have the largest volume of upper level articulations, there is 
evidence of upper level articulation across all subjects and disciplines. More than 50 different subjects 
have 100 or more upper level articulations. This shows willingness by institutions to articulate across 
a variety of disciplines, meaning upper level transfer is a possible, if not frequently used, option for 
transfer students.

2.	Courses offered at the upper level are not a guarantee that they will be recognized at 
the same level when articulated.

Upper to lower level articulations represent approximately 50% of the total articulations involving upper 
level courses, meaning transfer students may not receive transfer credit at the same level that they 
were originally instructed. A variety of factors may be at the root of this finding. BCCAT does not have 
information on how lower and upper level courses are defined by institutions; however, ambiguity in the 
difference between second and third year offerings at the institution may be a factor. Institutions with 
newly developed degree programs may have promoted certain second year offerings to the third year 
of a program, thus resulting in an upper to lower level articulation rather than a more traditional lower 
level articulation. Larger institutions, such as the research-intensive universities, offer a greater variety 
of course specializations at the lower level of their degree programs, meaning it may be more likely to 
articulate upper level course offerings from smaller institutions to lower level offerings at a research-
intensive university.  
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However, the issue for students taking upper level courses at a sending institution is that they may not 
receive the type of transfer credit they were expecting once they transfer to a receiving institution. It is 
reasonable for a student to expect that upper level courses at one institution should be recognized as 
such upon transfer. The awarding of lower level credit for upper level courses may impact their degree 
requirements, and may impact a transfer student’s ability to major in their program of choice. This 
raises questions about whether students transferring with upper level courses are having their courses 
evaluated in an equitable manner.

One BC Transfer System member indicated that certain disciplines maintain policies that they will 
not award upper level credit, even if warranted, due to residency requirements at the institution. The 
argument is that since a student is required to complete their final 60 credits at the receiving institution, 
the awarding of lower level credit is appropriate in order to not compromise the institution’s residency 
requirement. Whether this practice is an institutional policy or simply an adopted practice at the subject 
level is unknown. There are examples of lower level courses articulating to upper level courses, 
although the prevalence of this type of articulation is significantly less than the reverse.

3.	The rates of upper level articulation have remained stable despite an increase in  
upper level course offerings.

Over the past six years, there has been a dramatic increase in the total volume of articulations in 
the BC Transfer System. In 2006, there were approximately 91,000 total articulations. In 2012, there 
were approximately 161,000 total articulations. The rate of upper level articulation has remained 
relatively stable at around 14% although the number of upper level articulations rose 54% from 12,844 
to 23.901. One would expect a greater rise in the rate of upper level articulations given system level 
changes including a broadening of institutional mandates, a greater breadth of degree offerings, and 
the softening of residency requirements. As traditional sending institutions have evolved to offer more 
four-year degree programs, the number of upper level course offerings has increased substantially. 
Regardless of this increase, the rate of upper level articulation has remained flat. This could be due 
to a lack of awareness about whether upper level courses can or should be articulated. Another factor 
may be an institution’s desire to see its students remain in its own programs rather than transferring 
at the upper level. Institutions may be concerned that creating more upper level articulations will be 
unintentionally opening up pathways for their students to transfer before graduation.
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4.	  A lack of awareness about upper level articulation policy may have an impact on  
upper level articulation rates.

Many institutions have not made explicit their policies on upper level articulation. Only eight institutions 
responded to BCCAT’s request for a statement on upper level articulation. A frequent question asked 
by articulation committee members to BCCAT involves whether or not upper level courses can be 
submitted for evaluation. Some articulation committee members have expressed a belief that BCCAT 
does not permit or publish upper level articulation, when in fact it has done so for many years. 

Additionally, even when a statement on upper level articulation has been made explicit, institutions 
do not appear to be adhering to their stated policy consistently. For example, several institutions who 
indicated they did not accept upper level articulation requests have entered into several hundred upper 
level articulations that are currently published and maintained in the BC Transfer Guide. A greater 
awareness about institutional policy, and of BCCAT’s position on upper level articulation, could remedy 
some of the misperceptions about upper level articulation within the BC Transfer System. 

Recommendations

In light of the findings and conclusions of this study, a number of recommendations can be made 
regarding upper level articulation within the BC Transfer System. They are as follows:

1.	BCCAT should make explicit its position that it will publish upper level articulations 
amongst BC Transfer System members.

BCCAT has responded reactively to inquiries about its upper level articulation position when 
approached either by articulation committee members or by Institutional Contact Persons rather than 
advertising its position on this issue. As a result, it appears that awareness about BCCAT’s position on 
allowing the creation and maintenance of upper level articulations is not widespread. This may have 
resulted in a stable volume of upper level articulations that has remained constant despite an increase 
in upper level course offerings at the majority of BC Transfer System members. By making BCCAT’s 
upper level articulation position explicit either on its website or through a communication campaign,  
a greater awareness can be achieved.
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BCCAT should be cautious in its communication to indicate that while the BC Transfer Guide does 
regularly publish upper level articulations, BCCAT is not advocating for BC Transfer System members 
to submit large volumes of upper level articulation requests. Instead, institutions should continue to 
use their judgement when submitting courses for articulation, which should be grounded in a sound 
rationale of likely student mobility, and availability of similar course offerings at receiving institutions.

2.	BCCAT should seek clarity on the upper level articulation policies of BC Transfer 
System members.

BCCAT last requested a position statement on upper level articulation policy from BC Transfer System 
members several years ago. These policies may have evolved or changed since the last collection.  
The lack of response from the majority of BC Transfer System members also makes the current 
position statements of limited value. BCCAT should seek a position statement from all BC Transfer 
System members, and make these positions statements available on the BCCAT website. This will 
provide a centralized place where BC Transfer Systems can view each other’s position statements, and 
help them understand to which institutions it is appropriate to submit upper level articulation requests.

3.	BCCAT should establish guidelines regarding the creation and maintenance of upper 
level articulation. 

Formal guidelines regarding upper level articulation should be established to assist institutions who 
are seeking upper level articulation. A set of guidelines developed by BCCAT in consultation with the 
BC Transfer System could help provide assistance and clarity with regard to upper level articulation 
and address issues such as the large volume of upper to lower level agreements and the inconsistent 
manner in which institutions adhere to their own positions on upper level articulations. Discussions with 
several BC Transfer System members indicated that it was not always clear whether the motivation to 
articulate upper level courses was grounded in actual student mobility patterns. As a result, guidelines 
that outline the factors that should be considered, the impact of upper level articulation on the transfer 
student experience, and the appropriate steps to be taken when seeking upper level articulation, could 
help ensure that appropriate activities are undertaken by all institutions and disciplines involved.
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Summary

The analysis of upper level articulation within the BC Transfer System highlights a number of findings 
that may inform BCCAT’s work within the BC Transfer System. The rates of upper level articulation 
have remained stable over the years, and BCCAT continues to advocate that articulation activities 
be focussed on areas that are supported by actual student mobility patterns. The study suggests 
that a lack of clarity on BC Transfer System upper level articulation policies may be having an impact 
on the way upper level courses are articulated. In addition, the transfer student experience may be 
compromised by inconsistent awarding of lower and upper level credit. The recommendations seek 
to clarify upper level articulation policies, and to establish guidelines that can be added to the best 
practices of articulation within the BC Transfer System.
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