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Overcoming Barriers & Building Trust to Facilitate Pan-Canadian Credit Transfer 
Moderator: Dave Marshall 
Panelist: Kate Ross (AVP Enrolment Services & Registrar, University of British Columbia), Katherine 
Sutherland (AVP Academic, Thompson Rivers University), Joy McKinnon (VP Academic, Seneca), 
Charmaine Hack (University Registrar, Ryerson University), Susan Bansgrove (VP Academics and 
Research, Grande Prairie Regional College), and Anthony Norrad (Associate Registrar, Admissions and 
Transfer, MacEwan University) 
 
Speaking Notes 
 
Good morning and thank you for the opportunity to be a part of this panel discussion to kick off today’s 
forum.  
 
One of the barriers faced by many Canadian post-secondary institutions is the administrative burden of 
credit transfer systems.  While my comments today reflect primarily my own experiences at an 
operational level and those of Alberta institutions, they may inform how we might proceed (or wish not 
to proceed as may be the case) with a pan-Canadian approach to credit transfer. 
 
For many reasons, institutions are challenged by the administrative burden in developing and 
maintaining credit transfer systems.  Findings from the first phase of the Learner Pathway 
Modernization Initiative (LPMI) being undertaken by the Alberta Council on Admissions and Transfer 
(ACAT) suggest that “pathway administration processes are inconsistent between institutions… and the 
process and tools to support mobility are underdeveloped making administration burdensome.”1  
The underdeveloped credit transfer systems within our post-secondary institutions (PSI) is, in part, 
contributed to the lack of infrastructure, knowledge, resources, and tools.  This has been mitigated to 
some extent in jurisdictions with established transfer systems (BCCAT, ACAT, and more recently OnCAT 
and NBCAT), but there is still, I would argue, a variation of depth in terms of understanding and 
application of credit transfer among post-secondary institutions.   
 
Many of my provincial colleagues would assert that it is further complicated by the fact that credit 
transfer is often done off the side of someone’s desk rather than having dedicated resources.  The 
resource challenge, many would argue, is lack of funding or more importantly a business model to 
support credit transfer systems, which also contributes to the inconsistent and underdeveloped 
systems. Ultimately, this leads to the lack of transparency for students which impedes their mobility.   

                                                           
1 Bugera, A. (2015) “ACAT Learner Pathways Modernization Initiative – Business Assessment Report.”  Pg. 80, 
http://acat.gov.ab.ca/pdfs/LPMI-Phase1-July2015.pdf  

http://acat.gov.ab.ca/pdfs/LPMI-Phase1-July2015.pdf
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The process of credit transfer engages many individuals on our campuses, administration—transfer 
articulation and awarding credit—generally located in the registrar’s office and faculty/discipline experts 
who review and make transfer articulation decisions.  Significant coordination is required to support this 
process. 
 
One of the great frustrations for students is timing of credit transfer decisions.  For many institutions, 
credit transfer is assessed only after the point of admission (or enrolment/registration), and in some 
cases by application, which means that students are often unable to plan and have limited options if 
they are dissatisfied about their transfer awards.  From an institutional perspective, this is necessary as 
many institutions could not sustain the assessment of transfer for all students prior to admission with 
current resources and tools.  At MacEwan University, I am fortunate to have a dedicated transfer 
articulation coordinator to manage that aspect of the process.  However, we lack the infrastructure and 
tools to make available current transfer articulation decisions, beyond ACAT agreements, which is why I 
am excited by the work being undertaken by ACAT to modernize credit transfer system and in particular 
the transfer credit evaluation system.   
 
Students seeking transfer credit for courses for which no articulation exists are generally required to 
submit a course syllabus from the sending institution for the academic term in which the course was 
completed.  This is not always an easy undertaking for students, especially if the sending institution does 
not maintain a central repository for course syllabi or if the course syllabi are consider to be intellectual 
property of the faculty member and not accessible to them.  The amount of time passed can also be 
problematic due to record management practices.  This often results in multiple communications with 
students, delays in processing, and may eventually result in a credit transfer decision that does not 
benefit the student. 
 
After the course syllabus is received it moves through the transfer articulation process.  Faculty, like 
those who administer credit transfer, often process transfer off the sides of their desks in addition to 
their many other responsibilities.  They have little time to devote to the practice of transfer articulation.  
In certain periods of the year articulation decisions can take weeks or months to be returned to our 
office. 
 
However, faculty play a critical role in the process as the discipline experts and the ones best positioned 
to make such articulation decisions.  As there are no standards across the institutions as to how course 
syllabi are developed, the information can vary by institution and institutional sector.  The faculty 
evaluating a course for transfer may recommend unspecified credit award or deny credit if they believe 
there is insufficient information to determine an equivalency.  In some cases, transfer decisions end up 
being determined for an individual student as a one off, resulting in the inconsistent awarding of 
transfer credit.   
 
While there may be general understanding of the institutions and their roles and mandates within a 
jurisdiction, this is not necessarily the case when we talk about inter-provincial or even international 
mobility which creates more challenge for the faculty evaluators.  This lack of context or knowledge of 
the broader post-secondary education system can also delay and potentially have negative results on 
the transfer credit decisions for students.  Imagine if a pan-Canadian structure could be established 
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similar to our articulation committees in British Columbia and Alberta to facilitate an exchange of 
knowledge among our faculty.    
 
It is generally understood that there is an inherent challenge with the way transfer credit is evaluated.  
For many, credit transfer, particularly for course-to-course, has been focused on the course inputs (e.g., 
instructor qualifications, credit hours, prerequisites, textbooks, and examination methods) rather than 
learner outcomes.  This is an area which will requires attention not only at an intra-provincial level, but a 
pan-Canadian one as well.  
 
The LPMI (Alberta) suggests that many institutions lack the technology infrastructure and use more 
manual methods or spreadsheets to document and track individual transfer articulation agreements.2  
For those institutions in Alberta with developed database systems, they find themselves often 
maintaining two database systems for credit transfer resulting in the duplication of work.  One database 
which contains the institutions’ transfer articulations decisions for incoming courses (and outgoing) as 
well as the ACAT transfer database for those transfer articulations with other Alberta post-secondary 
institutions where bilateral agreement exists.  This duplication impacts available resources and increases 
the potential of errors between the two systems.  At MacEwan University, although I am hoping this will 
change in the near future, we maintain three separate data systems…   
 
This does not even begin to address the challenges with the maintenance of transfer articulation 
decisions and agreements.  While we are aware of changes to curriculum at our own institutions, if 
changes occur at a partner institution there is not always timely notice given and previously articulated 
decisions may no longer be accurate. 
 
Success of any transfer system is dependent on system-wide knowledge and commitment to principles 
of credit transfer and best practice, as well as, sustainable institutional processes that ensure efficient 
and effective administration of the credit transfer process itself.  Most importantly, trust, while 
recognizing institutional autonomy, is critical to any successful credit transfer system.  To this end, in 
Alberta, through extensive consultation with its members, ACAT established a best practices document 
in 2005, and updated in the Spring 2013, to serve as a reference tool for institutions.   
 
I fully acknowledge that a pan-Canadian approach to credit transfer will be no easy undertaking.  Post-
secondary education systems vary across provincial/territorial jurisdictions, which have authority over 
their system, and set the mandate and roles of their post-secondary institutions.  However, I am 
encouraged by activity and engagement which has been recently occurring between provincial CATs and 
gatherings such as today’s forum.  We are well positioned and have many opportunities before us to 
positively affect student mobility as we move forward.      
 
Opportunities 

1. Establish a credit transfer framework that standardizes credit transfer processes taking into 

account institutional role, program and courses across jurisdictions while recognizing 

institutional autonomy.   

                                                           
2 Bugera, A. 2015: 88 
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2. Establish a framework for pan-Canadian articulation committees as a way to support the 

exchange of knowledge and facilitate transfer articulation among faculty and administrators. 

3. Better knowledge of credit transfer across all stakeholders.  The need to build trust among 

institutions which is an underpinning of any successful credit transfer system. 

4. A need to move credit transfer to a learner outcome evaluation rather than the current input 

based model.  This may be one of the biggest challenges that we are faced with as this may not 

be considered a priority for many PSI and requires a significant amount of time and resources.  

5. Better tools (e.g., credit transfer systems) 
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Anthony Norrad – Biography 
 
Tony Norrad has been involved in post-secondary administration for the past 20 years.  His career has 
focused in student and enrolment services where he has held senior roles in recruitment, marketing and 
communications, admissions, transfer, and financial aid and awards.  Currently, he is the Associate 
Registrar, Admissions and Transfer at MacEwan University in Edmonton.  Throughout his time in post-
secondary he has served on numerous provincial and national boards and committees.  Today, he serves 
as the ACAT Contact Person for MacEwan University, a member of ACAT’s Learner Pathways Committee, 
and participated in the revising the province’s Transfer Best Practices (2013) manual.         


