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Editor’s Note: This edition highlights research and policies related to applied baccalaureate (AB) degrees, relatively new to higher 
education, beginning with an interview conducted with Dr. Holly Zanville, a Senior Programs Director at Lumina Foundation 
for Education. Next, we detail what we have learned so far in our research. Representatives from all six states that are currently 
being studied as part of OCCRL’s AB project then respond to a series of questions regarding these degrees. Loretta Seppanen, 
recently retired Associate Director from the Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges, details firsthand the 
creation and implementation of Washington’s AB degrees at the community college level. Finally, Malcolm Grothe from Seattle 
Community College provides insight regarding employer and graduate perspectives on the value of AB degrees. We sincerely 
hope that readers of this edition of UPDATE find value in the perspectives offered regarding these degrees.

This edition of our UPDATE newsletter, like all of our applied baccalaureate research efforts, is dedicated to Barbara K. Townsend, 
who inspired and led our research team as Principal Investigator from September 1, 2007 until her death on June 11, 2009. Dr. 
Townsend was Professor of Higher Education and Director of the Center for Community College Research at the University of 
Missouri-Columbia. This project was a culmination of a noteworthy career as a researcher, teacher, and mentor who is sorely 
missed by her many colleagues and friends. Our research team strives to achieve the high quality that Barbara sought in this work 
as in all aspects of her professional career.
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The Lumina Perspective: A Conversation with Holly Zanville 
by Collin M. Ruud

Recently, I had the opportunity to talk with Dr. Holly Zanville, a Senior Programs Director at Lumina Foundation for Education. She has 
been program officer for our applied baccalaureate project since its start. The purpose of this interview was to learn more about Lumina 
Foundation and how our applied baccalaureate project ties in to some of the Foundation’s objectives.

UPDATE: Broadly, in terms of the Lumina Foundation, what are the goals and what are its overarching objectives?

Dr. Zanville: Lumina has a “Big Goal,” to increase the nation’s level of college degree attainment (baccalaureate and associate degrees 
and certificates) to 60% by 2025. Over the last couple of decades that number has remained 
essentially static, at the 40% level. We believe that reaching this goal is necessary to be com-
petitive internationally as many of the industrialized nations are already well past the 40% 
level -- and to meet our nation’s workforce needs. Lumina recently formulated a strategic 
plan to focus our efforts on achieving our goal. We’ve also identified three critical inter-
mediate outcomes that are necessary if we are to reach that goal of 60%. One of the areas 
is preparation, that all students are prepared academically, socially, and financially for col-
lege success. The second is success, that higher education institutions and other institutions 
support the success of all students, particularly low-income and first-generation students, 
students of color, and adult learners. The third is productivity, that higher education systems 
become much more cost-effective in order to meet the needs of students and society at large. 
We see this as a “three-legged stool;” we need all legs of the stool to be strong and well in 
place to reach our Big Goal.

UPDATE: What is your specific role in Lumina, and what projects do you work with?

Dr. Zanville: We have three teams at Lumina focusing on our three intermediate outcomes 
– one focused primarily on preparation issues, one on success and the third on productivity. 
I chair our internal Success Team, which has a number of strategies that will help us move 
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toward achieving our outcome. Examples of work include our 
Achieving the Dream initiative; efforts to work with Minority 
Serving Institutions;  efforts around adult learners; research on 
how new benefits are helping active military and veterans ac-
cess higher education; research on international models, such as 
the Bologna Process, that may have potential to increase attain-
ment in the United States; work on student learning outcomes; 
and database work related to alignment of higher education with 
the workforce. So you can see there is a broad array of efforts 
that fall within the Success area. As we have studied strategies 
to help the nation move to our 60% goal of degree attainment, 
we have understood that the nation cannot get there with a sole 
focus on the traditional-age student population (high school to 
college).  We also must increase degree attainment among the 
adult population. Therefore, we are in the process of expanding 
our efforts in the adult learner area. We recently released a Re-
quest for Proposals to support large-scale efforts to help adults 
who have prior college credit but have not received a degree or 
credential to finish one. 

UPDATE: As I am sure most of our readers will know, OCCRL 
was given a grant from Lumina to work on applied baccalaure-
ate degrees.  How does research on applied baccalaureate de-
grees fit into Lumina’s major and intermediate goals?

Dr. Zanville: We have been placing more attention on the adult 
learner population, knowing that statistics show that every one 
of the 50 states has a large number of working age adults with 
no college degree. That population, aged 18-64, typically ac-
counts for 60 to 75% of each state’s population. Only a small 
number of states have working-age populations in which 40% 
have at least an associate’s degree. So, we know that for states 
and the nation to meet workforce needs, we need to better reach 
the adult market. The latest research shows that about two-
thirds of current job openings will require at least some post-
secondary education or training. As we look at how the labor 
market is likely to expand, it is clear that adult postsecondary 
education must become a mainstream component of workforce 
development. This is going to require that a large number of 
adults quickly acquire basic skills and find pathways to postsec-
ondary attainment and employment. We know that it is going 
to require that we integrate adult education into a more unified 
workforce system, and help states leverage various appropriate 
Federal and employer-based resources which are related to the 
workforce. 

This has impacted our understanding of the applied baccalaure-
ate. This degree is of value particularly to people already work-
ing in certain technical and occupational fields, who for vari-
ous reasons want to complete a baccalaureate. Many of them 
already have an associate's degree and are working in the field. 
When they come back for baccalaureate degrees, many do not fit 
well into some of the more traditional baccalaureate programs. 
These students are typically working, so they may need acceler-
ated or alternative delivery models that will help them achieve 
their goals. Lumina had wondered, as we began to focus more 
attention on adult learners, whether the developments we had 

begun to witness in more and more states around applied bac-
calaureate degrees at both community colleges and four-year 
institutions were brief phenomena due to some job shortages 
that were occurring, or if this was a sign of major changes as 
workforce demands might be requiring more applied degrees. 
That was the point at which we thought it would be helpful 
to support research to study both the community colleges and 
four-year institutions that were offering applied baccalaureates, 
as well as the state policy environment that was authorizing 
changes to the missions of some community colleges to offer 
selected baccalaureate degrees. 

UPDATE: Are there any other Lumina-funded projects that 
look at similar programs around the nation?

Dr. Zanville: We have not funded any other projects specifi-
cally in the applied baccalaureate area. We have supported 
work at the Georgetown University Center on Education and 
the Workforce, led by Tony Carnevale, to look at the alignment 
of higher education to workforce. He has also been doing some 
very interesting work around certificates. Some certificates and 
associate degrees have more economic value than some bacca-
laureate degrees, which we think is an important finding.  This 
may additionally contribute to our understanding about the im-
portance of applied baccalaureate degrees.  

We have not funded additional applied baccalaureate degree 
work because we’ve been waiting to see what the findings 
would be from [OCCRL's applied baccalaureate] project. Even 
in the last couple of years as you have been working on your 
project, we have seen more states either passing legislation to 
permit applied baccalaureate trials, or considering legislation. 
We are particularly interested in your second phase research, 
the case studies, which will help us better understand the de-
velopment and value of these degrees.  Because of this grow-
ing interest in applied baccalaureates, especially at community 
colleges, Lumina will sponsor a convening in fall 2010 to bring 
together individuals in both state policy and research to learn 
about the findings in your study, and share their own experi-
ences. Not only do we want to hear from states that have been 
doing these degrees awhile, but also from states considering 
these policies, and the implications for the future with this new 
set of developments. 

UPDATE: One of your recent publications, Focus, which came 
out in Fall 2009, talks specifically about how some institutions 
are addressing the needs of adult learners. Could you elaborate 
on some of these promising practices you have highlighted in 
that Focus publication? (Link: http://www.luminafoundation.
org/publications/focus_archive/Focus_Fall_2009.pdf)

Dr. Zanville: We know that adults who come back to school, 
particularly working adults, have a number of characteristics 
different from traditional-age students, and that institutions 
have to make efforts to serve them with innovative practices. 
Some institutions have reorganized their conventional full-time 
programs into shorter modules and given attention to efforts 

http://www.luminafoundation.org/publications/focus_archive/Focus_Fall_2009.pdf
http://www.luminafoundation.org/publications/focus_archive/Focus_Fall_2009.pdf
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that stack credentials, so programs can be packaged into de-
grees and certificates more easily. Some institutions are making 
more extensive use of career ladder approaches in high-growth 
occupations, which are enabling students to earn industry-rec-
ognized certification and move into higher wage occupations 
more quickly. Some programs are offering open-entry, open-
exit classes and weekend classes, along with course offerings 
that are combining distance education with on-campus support. 
There are some institutions that are creating compressed or 
short-term intensive or accelerated programs. Some states and 
institutions are working together collaboratively to redesign 
programs to specifically target adult learners. There are certain 
policy reforms that some states have enacted to help address 
the needs of adults. I would put the applied baccalaureate work 
in that area. We are also seeing more attention on prior learning 
assessment policies; every adult that returns to school is likely 
to have acquired knowledge and skills learned outside of col-
lege which might be applied to college attainment. This is an 
area in which Lumina is likely to be supporting more work. 
We also support policies which provide incentives to institu-
tions for completion and student success (performance-based 
funding approaches) rather than access only (enrollment-based 
funding approaches). There are many states and many institu-
tions that have promising programs, but we think much more 
work needs to be done in this area.

UPDATE: Are there any other things in the future for Lumina’s 
research or policy work that relates to the areas of access, suc-
cess, and adult learners?

Dr. Zanville: As I mentioned, we have just issued an RFP 
dealing with increasing adult degree completion through large-
scale efforts which target adults who have earned some college 
credit. We know the adult population is a pretty diverse group, 
composed of several categories: adults that do not have a high 
school diploma; those that have a high school diploma but no 
college; those that have a some college but no degree; and those 
that even have a degree but are returning to college because 
they are either retraining or need advanced training as they 
move through the job market. Different strategies are needed 
for each of these groups, and we’re trying to carefully target 
which strategies have the most potential for each. 

In terms of other work, we are very interested in prior learning 
assessments and have been supporting some research, conduct-
ed by CAEL, which looks at the breadth of prior learning as-
sessments in college. When students go through prior learning 

assessments, does that help them move toward degree comple-
tion? What are the other impacts?  CAEL’s research has found 
that prior learning assessments do help students complete their 
degrees more quickly. We think there is tremendous promise 
around expanding prior learning assessments as a strategy for 
adult degree attainment. A partnership is emerging among key 
groups that work in the prior learning assessment area. This 
includes CAEL, which has long experience with e-Portfolios; 
ACE, which has experience in crosswalks used to apply mili-
tary training and corporate work to postsecondary credit in 
specific programs; and the College Board, which has long ex-
perience with the CLEP test. We have been working with these 
organizations on the design of a national, virtual prior learn-
ing assessment service that would pull together the various ap-
proaches to prior learning assessment into a Web- one-stop, so 
that students who do not have a current institution but want to 
return to college might be able to access prior learning assess-
ment services. We think it makes good sense that prior learning 
assessments are among the elements that need to be in place 
for institutions to serve adult learners more effectively. Prior 
learning assessments may also be useful for students in applied 
baccalaureate programs.

UPDATE: Do you have any additional comments?

Dr. Zanville: The evolving arena of applied baccalaureates is 
interesting to all of us at Lumina, because the applied baccalau-
reates are clearly examples of close alignment between higher 
education and workforce. We think there are important lessons 
to learn from the developments of applied baccalaureates, both 
in four-year institutions and the community colleges, and es-
pecially look forward to learning the results of your case study 
research in the states that are leading these applied baccalaure-
ate efforts.  

Dr. Zanville can be contacted at hzanville@luminafoundation.org.

Collin M. Ruud is a Ph.D. candidate in Higher Education at 
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. He currently 
works as a Graduate Research Assistant for OCCRL and can be 
reached at cruud2@illinois.edu.
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In 2007, researchers from the University of Illinois and the Uni-
versity of Missouri began research, funded by Lumina Founda-
tion for Education, that examined the phenomenon of applied 
baccalaureate degrees in the United States and how well they 
served the needs of adult learners, a primary population affect-
ed by this often workforce-centered degree.

The purpose of this research was two-fold: first, to document 
the extent to which the degrees are offered across the U.S., in-
cluding reporting on which states offered the degrees and the 
number of institutions (separated by two-year and four-year) 
within each state that offer the degree; and second, to examine 
the unique policy contexts within which the states create and 
support these degrees now and in the future. To that end, we set 
about conducting research in two phases: first, to examine the 
breadth of these degrees across the United States; and second, 
to examine common practices and policies in exemplary states 
which award applied baccalaureate degrees.

Definition

Following a thorough review of literature on applied baccalau-
reate degrees, and finding some disparity when defining applied 
baccalaureate degrees, we sought to establish a formal definition 
as a culmination of what we and others have learned. In our first 
published report on these degrees, we defined an applied bacca-
laureate degree as “a bachelor’s degree designed to incorporate 
applied associate courses and degrees once considered as ‘ter-
minal’ or non-baccalaureate level while providing students with 
higher-order thinking skills and advanced technical knowledge 
and skills” (Townsend, Bragg, & Ruud, 2008, p. 4).

A couple important features of applied baccalaureate degrees 
are included in this definition. The first is the focus on facilitat-
ing transfer from degrees that have traditionally been consid-
ered terminal. For most states, this includes many of the techni-
cal associate degrees of applied science (AAS), although some 
states mention the use of terminal associate of science (AS) de-
grees in lieu of the AAS designation (although for our purposes, 
we use the term “AAS” to indicate applied associate degrees 
generally). Another important feature is the curriculum of the 
baccalaureate-level program. Our first phase research supports 
Ignash and Kotun’s (2005) research, that suggests three distinct 
models of applied baccalaureate degrees: a career ladder model, 
which focused primarily on industry-specific training as bac-
calaureate-level coursework; an upside-down or inverse model, 
which took a number of AAS degrees, regardless of field, and 
added a significant amount of general education and elective 
coursework to satisfy credit requirements; and a management 
model, which also took several different AAS degree fields but 
instead placed a business- and management-oriented capstone 

on the applied associate coursework. Although widely differ-
ent from one another, each of these models purported to incor-
porate some level of “higher-order thinking skills” within the 
curriculum.

Phase One: Inventory and Policy Brief

The overarching goal of our project’s first phase was to docu-
ment the extent of applied baccalaureate degrees across the 
United States, paying particular attention to which states and 
institutions offered these degrees. To that end, our initial ap-
proach was to use the Internet for preliminary data collection. 
Using various search engines (Google, LexisNexis, Westlaw) 
and professional contacts, researchers at the University of Il-
linois and the University of Missouri compiled information 
on applied baccalaureate degrees, including legislation that 
addressed these degrees, institutional information on these de-
grees, information regarding their curricula, news reports, and 
other pertinent documentation. The data were entered into a 
preliminary database and updated as new information became 
available.

Recognizing that this preliminary inventory would be incom-
plete due to the limitations of searching the Internet for pro-
grams, researchers also identified state-level administrators 
within all 50 states who could serve as primary points of contact 
for each state. These administrators were contacted by phone or 
e-mail, given copies of our preliminary inventory drafts, and 
asked to address any gaps in our data. We were able to contact 
at least one individual in each state who could provide us with 
a correct listing of public institutions that awarded applied bac-
calaureates and additional details on the degrees. State officials 
who allowed it were interviewed further, regardless of the ex-
tent to which applied baccalaureate degrees were offered. For 
example, a state official from Virginia, a state that did not award 
applied baccalaureate degrees, was able to provide us valuable 
information through an interview about the impetus behind 
their decision not to award such degrees (Bragg, Townsend, & 
Ruud, 2009).

From this data collection, we assembled a full 50-state inven-
tory of applied baccalaureate degree programs. We found that, 
of all 50 states, 39 states awarded applied baccalaureate degrees 
in at least one public institution. Of these 39, 29 states awarded 
these degrees at only the four-year institutional level, while the 
other 10 awarded the degrees both in four-year institutions as 
well as two-year institutions. These 39 states were well spread-
out around the U.S., although seven of the states that did not 
award such degrees were located in the Northeast (see Map 1 
on page 5). These findings made it clear that the applied bac-
calaureate degree was a more widespread phenomenon then we 

The Applied Baccalaureate Degree: What We Have Learned So Far
by Collin M. Ruud and Debra D. Bragg
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had initially thought. Since the publication of the inventory, 
several states have had some activity related to applied bacca-
laureate degrees: Oregon passed legislation in 2009 authorizing 
an implementation plan for these degrees to be generated by 
November 2010; Michigan has considered the creation of com-
munity college baccalaureate degrees in certain fields, includ-
ing traditionally applied fields such as concrete technology; and 
Colorado’s legislature has given Colorado Mountain College, 
a two-year institution, authorization to award up to five bac-
calaureate degrees, which could include applied baccalaureate 
degrees.

In addition to the publication of our inventory report (Townsend, 
Bragg, & Ruud, 2008), we also compiled information from our 
interviews with state officials to determine themes and patterns 
regarding the policy considerations of such degrees. Although 
many states cited that such degrees were created largely as part 
of an institutional effort (e.g. North Dakota and Wyoming), we 
found several states that had initiated applied baccalaureate de-
grees as part of a larger, statewide effort (e.g. Texas, Oklahoma, 
and Washington).

States that had implemented degrees as part of a state-level 
strategy cited several important factors that led to the degree’s 
implementation. Foremost among these factors was the need to 
facilitate transfer and baccalaureate completion options for a 
greater number of students, especially those with traditionally-
terminal AAS degrees. In some states, a rise in demand had 
occurred, either due to an expanding job market with higher 
educational requirements, or through employees requiring 

baccalaureate degrees to progress further up their particular ca-
reer ladder.

Another factor identified through our research included support-
ing the needs of nontraditional students through innovative new 
policies and programs that include the applied baccalaureate 
degree. For these states, the applied baccalaureate degree pro-
vides an educational opportunity for working-age adults with 
terminal degrees, but also allows the institution to pursue more 
accessible delivery methods such as online delivery to meet the 
specific needs of nontraditional adult students, many of whom 
are geographically place-bound.

A third factor identified by states as a reason for creating and 
supporting applied baccalaureate degrees is to enhance the al-
ready-existing transfer functions within higher education in-
stitutions. Statewide transfer policies are being given greater 
emphasis as states are establishing bold attainment outcomes in 
the next few decades. For many states, these outcomes would 
not be met without strengthening transfer, which requires the 
creation of policies that allows graduates of once-terminal ap-
plied associate degree programs a pathway to the baccalaureate 
degree.

Finally, a factor that influenced the consideration of applied 
baccalaureate at the community college level is the capacity of 
traditional baccalaureate-granting institutions to meet the de-
mand for baccalaureate degrees, which is related to the factor 
of improving transfer policies. As more students desire transfer 
options from all associate degree programs, some four-year 
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institutions are hard-pressed to meet increasing enrollment de-
mands, particularly with the recent recession, which has led 
to increased postsecondary enrollment at all levels as well as 
statewide budget cuts. This phenomenon can be seen in sev-
eral high-profile states like Florida, where capacity issues led 
to the development and implementation of the community col-
lege baccalaureate degree, including an applied baccalaureate 
degree at community colleges. 

Other Phase 1 Publications

Three ancillary publications were produced using and analyz-
ing data from the first phase of research. The first, published 
in summer 2009 in New Directions for Community Colleges, 
examines how a renewed focus on baccalaureate attainment, 
particularly among adult students, has redefined applied as-
sociate degrees and community college missions (Townsend, 
2009). Because applied associate degrees can no longer be con-
sidered terminal, community colleges have found a new avenue 
for facilitating transfer among students receiving technical de-
grees. Another change noted by Townsend (2009) is that ap-
plied baccalaureate degrees have changed the way educators 
think about upper- and lower-division coursework, including 
both general education courses and major-specific coursework. 
General education courses in applied baccalaureate programs 
are often taken during the final two years of the degree, rather 
than the first two years, and some programs consider applied 
associate coursework to consist of credits which can be applied 
to the degree’s major. These issues among higher education as 
a result of applied baccalaureate degrees could affect the ways 
in which policymakers and stakeholders view community col-
leges and four-year institutions alike.

A second publication that emerged from first phase research 
analyzes the curricular development of applied baccalaureate 
programs through the lens of Stark and Lattuca (1997), which 
posits that curricular developments are affected by three types 
of factors: external, organizational, and internal (Townsend, 
Bragg, & Ruud, 2009). External factors influencing the de-
velopment of applied baccalaureate degrees include state edu-
cational needs for a workforce with more advanced technical 
training, low production of baccalaureate-educated adults, and 
other state-level needs that could be met by innovative policies 
such as applied baccalaureate degrees. Organizational factors 
include institutional history, such as a longstanding dedica-
tion to educating active military and veterans, adults, and other 
populations, low enrollments, which encouraged the pursuit of 
new degree programs to increase the potential to serve more 
students, and institutional missions, which often lead higher 
education institutions closer to or further from applied bacca-
laureate degrees in order to maintain a commitment to already-
stated goals. Internal factors include faculty and administrative 
pressures to serve the group of students with terminal associ-
ate degrees, and faculty perceptions of employer demands, that 
could either lead institutions to develop such degrees or decide 
not to pursue them, depending on these perceptions.

A third publication is an analysis of several states’ development 
of applied baccalaureate degrees utilizing Kingdon’s (1998) 
multiple streams model (Ruud, Bragg, & Townsend, 2010). In 
this article, we sought to understand what factors led to the de-
velopment of or choice not to develop applied baccalaureate 
degrees as part of a larger state initiative. Kingdon’s model ar-
gues that policy development relies on a set of ideal conditions 
(three “multiple streams”) that facilitate and support the even-
tual policy implementation through a “window of opportunity” 
in which all three streams converge at a proper point in time. 
These three streams are: a problem, in which policy makers 
identify and agree upon some issue that needs to be addressed 
using new or extant policies; politics, in which stakeholders and 
major policy makers are capable of generating public and po-
litical support for addressing the identified problem; and poli-
cies, in which a certain policy is chosen to address the specific 
problem. One major conclusion drawn from this article is that 
applied baccalaureate degrees, when made as part of a larger, 
statewide policy effort, have been created during ideal times for 
each individual state, and that the explanation for those states 
that did not have applied baccalaureate degrees could simply 
be that the conditions have not emerged to support the program 
innovation. This conclusion also suggests that states may, at a 
later date, consider such degrees as current problems escalate or 
new problems arise, political pressures change, and particular 
policy solutions become more apparent.

Phase Two Activities

After concluding our inventory of programs across the United 
States in summer 2008, we began more in-depth research of 
programs with well-established applied baccalaureate degrees 
to better understand the contexts of their creation and promis-
ing practices that contribute to their success. To that end, we 
planned site visits to six identified states, with the intention of 
interviewing state officials, institutional administrators, instruc-
tors, students, employers, and other stakeholders associated 
with each state’s applied baccalaureate degrees. The six states 
selected are: Arizona, Florida, Kentucky, Oklahoma, Texas, and 
Washington. We have visited and collected data from all six 
states and are analyzing these data. We will be releasing the full 
case report in fall 2010. 

Preliminary observations at this point suggest that the distinct 
differences between the three applied baccalaureate model types 
(career ladder, upside-down, and management-capstone) are 
not nearly as pronounced as prior literature suggests. Whereas 
some programs may emphasize management coursework as part 
of their marketing, the credits in actual business and manage-
ment courses do not indicate such an emphasis. As a result, we 
see the applied baccalaureate models as an informal distinction 
for degree programs, one that may not necessarily represent the 
diversity in curricula that applied baccalaureates encompass. 
Such nuance in degree programs is reflective of their highly 
individualized nature; for most programs, the degree creation 
stemmed from local and regional needs, and with employer and 
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student feedback, many of these programs have been custom-
ized to fit a niche market, independent from our classifications.

The personalized nature of the degree programs is also an im-
portant preliminary observation. We continue to examine these 
applied baccalaureate programs using Lattuca and Stark’s 
(2009) framework, and are beginning to understand the specific 
ways in which states and even single programs operate to fit 
highly specialized needs of wide-ranging constituencies. Some 
programs, for example, have online components that reach a 
national and sometimes an international market. The goal of 
our research is to identify similar characteristics between these 
programs and identify overarching themes that may lend them-
selves to the success of these degrees. Several stakeholders of 
these degrees have indicated that applied baccalaureate degrees, 
by design, are able to respond quickly to changes in workforce 
and statewide needs.

While applied baccalaureate degrees only comprise a small 
number of degrees awarded across the nation, they are a grow-
ing phenomenon and show signs of continued growth. Bac-
calaureate degrees result in a better-trained and more efficient 
workforce. However, more study is needed regarding whether 
applied baccalaureate-educated individuals within a state im-
prove civic and economic outcomes and increase the United 
States’ international competitiveness educationally and eco-
nomically. 
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Applied Baccalaureate Policy in Six States
by Collin M. Ruud and Debra D. Bragg

This article details responses to questions OCCRL posed to rep-
resentatives of all six states currently being studied as part of 
our second phase of applied baccalaureate research. Each state 
was given the same series of questions. I believe the responses 
highlight the unique ways in which these states have approached 
applied baccalaureate degrees and the specific reasons states 
and institutions have chosen to implement these degrees. The 
responses cannot be attributed to one particular individual, per 
our own standards of maintaining anonymity with our contacts 
at each of our states.

UPDATE: Tell us a little about the creation of applied bac-
calaureate degrees in your state. When were they created 
and why? How did the state go about implementing these 
degrees?

ARIZONA: In the mid 1990s, Arizona's universities were 
criticized for not meeting some of the state's workforce needs 
and legislation was being considered that would allow the com-
munity colleges to offer degrees focused primarily on "first re-
sponders." With the approval of the Arizona Board of Regents, 
the governing board for the state's public universities, Arizona 
State University developed the first BAS in the late 1990s in 
response. There were no mandates or financial support for this 
new degree.  All three universities now offer BAS degrees.

Florida: Florida has been 46th out of the 50 states in the pro-
duction of bachelor degrees.  In addition, the state had gradu-
ally evolved from agricultural and service-based services to 
technology, health care and other industries.  In 1998-99, the  
State Board of Community Colleges and the Postsecondary 
Education Planning Commission (both of which no longer ex-
ist), and the Senate Education Committee identified access to 
baccalaureate degrees as a major issue in Florida and recog-
nized community colleges as a potential option for addressing 
this need.  In 2001, a bill placed into statute section(s.) 1007.33, 
Florida Statutes (F.S.), and three of the state’s 28 community 
colleges were given authority to seek approval to offer site-
based bachelor degree programs, requiring State Board of Edu-
cation (State Board) approval.  The requirements were further 
strengthened and codified in Statute in 2009.  The Legislature 
has traditionally provided start-up funding for the baccalaureate 
programs.  Currently, state financial support is a primary chal-
lenge, as the state’s economic climate has experienced a drastic 
downturn, as is the case nationally as well.   

Kentucky: In order to accommodate an increasing number 
of graduates of Applied Associate in Science Degree programs 
from the Kentucky Community and Technical College System, 

the Kentucky Council on Postsecondary Education  and the 
Statewide Transfer Committee developed Kentucky’s Applied 
Associate Degree Transfer Policy in 2002 which guarantees 
that the general education courses taken as part of an AAS de-
gree program will transfer and count toward the lower-division 
general education requirements at the public universities. To 
further encourage more students in applied technical programs 
to transfer to four year institutions, the Council created a policy 
that required all public universities to develop a completer degree 
program in 2004. Completer degree programs allow students 
with any associate degree to complete a bachelor’s degree with-
in approximately the normal hours required for a bachelor’s de-
gree at the public universities. 

Oklahoma: Applied baccalaureate degrees have a varied 
history and were created individually by institutions that found 
some need within their service area over the past 20+ years.  
There was no pilot, statewide initiative, legislative mandate, or 
financial support made available to institutions from the state 
for any of these programs. 

Texas: Applied baccalaureate programs have been a part of 
Texas higher education for over 30 years, particularly at four-
year institutions. Applied baccalaureate degrees at the commu-
nity colleges were first created by legislative mandate in 2003 
as a pilot project. In 2007, the "pilot" designation was removed 
and three colleges were given full authorization to award up to 
five applied baccalaureate degrees each. Four-year institutions 
have utilized the degree in large part to address the completion 
of baccalaureate programs for adults with some college credit 
but no credential, and to address recommendations made by 
Texas' Higher Education Coordinating Board to encourage bet-
ter articulation practices between community colleges and four 
year institutions. The number of applied baccalaureate degrees 
awarded has risen by over 58 percent since 1989.

Washington: The first applied bachelor’s degree programs 
(with the BAS designation) were approved at Central Wash-
ington University in December 2004. The applied baccalaure-
ates at the Community Colleges were first authorized in a bill 
passed in 2005 (HB 1794). In addition to implementing several 
strategies to improve access at branch campuses, the new law 
also authorized two pilot projects at the community and tech-
nical colleges. The first would allow up to four institutions to 
offer baccalaureate degree programs in an applied field, and the 
second would allow the community and technical colleges to 
contract with the regional universities, the branch campuses, 
and/or The Evergreen State College to offer degree programs 
on the community college campuses. BAS programs were 
authorized with startup funds and a year of planning money. 
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The analysis to support the development of applied bachelor’s de-
grees was conducted by the community college system to respond 
to a need to better serve students who had completed technical 
associate degrees and wanted to continue on to further education.   

UPDATE: What issues in the state are these degrees meant 
to address? How effective are these degrees in addressing 
these issues? Do any data support this?

Arizona: Increasingly these degrees are seen as not only 
a means to address Arizona’s workforce needs but also as 
another avenue for individuals to obtain a baccalaureate 
degree. The numbers of students participating in the BAS 
programs is still relatively small, so to date this effort has not 
had a significant impact on Arizona's baccalaureate attainment. 
 
The Arizona Board of Regents and the universities recently 
entered into an agreement with the Department of Economic 
Security to obtain some relevant employment data and income 
levels on graduates who stay in Arizona. Reports will be avail-
able in the near future to match employment with individuals 
who complete BAS degrees and to then assess their impact in 
the workforce. 

Florida: When the on-site baccalaureate  legislation was 
first implemented for Florida’s community colleges, the de-
grees that were most in demand were nursing, education, and 
technology (applied sciences), and the s. 1007,33, F.S. speci-
fied that colleges could propose those degree programs, meet-
ing the specified criteria, and  pending approval by the State 
Board.   Florida’s community colleges are “open access” and 
typically serve non-traditional students.  The individuals tend 
to be older, are place-bound, have families to support, are work-
ing full time, and are economically unable to afford the higher 
cost of tuition at state universities or private postsecondary 
institutions.  Florida has developed and maintains a sophisti-
cated data reporting system, and the data show steady enroll-
ment and completion rates in our bachelor degree programs 
since the first graduates were reported in 2003.   As of March 
2010, our colleges have been approved to offer over 100 bach-
elor degree programs, and  over 40% of those programs are ap-
plied science programs, the majority of which articulate from 
Associate in Science and Associate in Applied Science degree 
programs.  Now nearly half of our 28 colleges are approved to 
offer bachelor programs.  Information from colleges indicates 
that the graduates are being hired, and some are being admitted 
to graduate-level programs. 

Kentucky: To prepare an increasing number graduates of 
Applied Associate in Science Degree programs from the Ken-
tucky Community and Technical College System to advance 
in a workforce that increasingly requires technical and profes-
sional-level competencies. There were over 2,800 baccalaure-
ate completer degrees awarded from 1999-2006.

Oklahoma: Primarily, these are programs to build on the 
Associate in Applied Science programs found at our community 
colleges and technical branches.  Typically, they have targeted 
students with proficiency in a technical area and provided them 
with managerial and administrative knowledge to continue to 
advance in their technical area; there are advanced technical 
courses involved but there are also general business courses 
usually included.  We have not done any state research to an-
swer the question regarding effectiveness of the programs.

Texas: The primary issue addressed by Texas' applied bac-
calaureate degrees is those students who have some college 
credits but no baccalaureate degree. These students are, by and 
large, adult students, as there are over 3 million adult students 
with come college credit but no baccalaureate. Since Texas is 
a large state, the provision of applied baccalaureate degrees at 
both institutional levels is meant to increase access to these de-
grees. Many of the degrees awarded by community colleges 
were AAS, so the applied baccalaureate option created a way to 
articulate these degrees into baccalaureate programs. In 2008, 
the most recent year for which data are available, a total of 1,376 
applied baccalaureate degrees were awarded in Texas, the most 
of these degrees awarded in the state in one year.

Washington: The key issue was access to further educa-
tion for students in technical occupations.  In addition, it has 
been a response to changing training and/or accreditation re-
quirements (interior design is a good example) and in some in-
stances limited access to programs due to geography or other 
issues (Peninsula College may be a good example).  It’s too 
early to tell how well these programs are addressing the issues.  
Enrollments have been moderate to date.  At the CTC’s total 
enrollment is just under 200 head count and we have awarded 
about 35 degrees to date.  Enrollment for some of the programs 
at the CWU programs has been rather weak although Informa-
tion Technology and Administrative Management seems to be 
doing reasonably well.

UPDATE: What challenges does the state have in provid-
ing these degrees, if any? What does the future look like for 
these degrees?

Arizona: Quality: AAS degrees are prolific in the state; more 
than 300 programs are offered at the Maricopa Community 
College system alone.  However, course content is designed by 
each community college, resulting in quite varied academic out-
comes. The AAS degree, once complete, generally transfers as a 
block, so that even if it includes courses not otherwise transfer-
able, those courses can be applied to the BAS degree, potential-
ly disadvantaging some students who transfer to BAS degrees.  
 
Participation: We still have not had the numbers of students 
enrolling that we had hoped.  The degree has not been market-
ed aggressively.  Some research universities still have mixed 
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feelings about the appropriateness of the degrees. On the oth-
er hand, efforts to expand options for students might prompt 
others to create similar programs. For example, ASU has joined 
the WICHE WUE program to allow students from other states 
to enroll in BAS programs, with California as a key market. 
 
Future:  The Arizona Board of Regents recently approved an 
exception to the transfer credit limit, developed by the three 
universities, to allow students who have completed an AAS to 
transfer up 75 credits into the BAS program, up from the 64 
maximum, provided that the additional credits come from gen-
eral education courses, within certain parameters. The future of 
the BAS degree in Arizona is bright.

Florida: Funding is currently the primary challenge for the 
state and for colleges. Burgeoning enrollments, largely due to 
eroding economic conditions and job losses, have reached 
“double-digit” percentage increases in many of our colleges, 
while funding has been flat or even decreasing. Even so, colleges 
are committed to continuing to provide maximum access.  Col-
leges currently applying for baccalaureate degrees are required 
to provide information on how they would fund a new program 
if specific state funding would not be available. Collaboration 
with other postsecondary providers—state universities and re-
gionally-accredited private colleges and universities--continues 
to be an issue, as the State Board is concerned with unnecessary 
duplication of programs, impact on other institutions, and care-
ful planning of appropriate degree programs that will meet local, 
regional, and statewide needs. As a result, a requirement in the 
proposal application process is for colleges to provide evidence 
of discussions and collaboration between area postsecondary in-
stitutions for more strategic planning  in developing programs.  
 
The future for these degree programs is optimistic, with Florida 
codifying the baccalaureate application and approval process in 
Statute and State Board Rule. The Florida Department of Edu-
cation has a highly structured data reporting system in place for 
programs in Florida colleges. The data demonstrate the steady 
rise of enrollments and completers of these programs. Strin-
gent administrative timelines set in statute for the Division of 
Florida Colleges (DFC) during the baccalaureate application 
and approval process are challenging to DFC staff and to col-
lege staff, as the state continues to navigate the newly-revised 
structure. Applications are submitted on a rolling basis and can 
be received by DFC any time during the year. DFC staff provide 
technical assistance to colleges prior to, during, and after the ap-
plication process, to ensure that all legislated criteria are met.  

Kentucky: The biggest challenge in providing completer 
degrees at the public four year universities comes from the 
competition from proprietary colleges who offer 3+1 degree 
programs.  These institutions will accept a larger portion of 200 
level courses, up to 90 credit hours, in transfer for their degree 
requirements.  

Oklahoma: Understanding and demand for these degrees 
is inconsistent around the state.  As we expand the collaborations 

among technology centers and colleges, we anticipate more 
AAS degree holders to be created; as there are more AAS de-
gree holders, it is reasonable to expect these students will desire 
to advance their education and the applied baccalaureate will be 
the most appropriate and expedient means for attaining a higher 
degree. 

Texas: In some respects, the long history of these degrees at 
the four-year level may be a disadvantage to the applied bac-
calaureate degree, since some of the institutional leaders who 
championed the degrees at their colleges and universities are 
no longer at their respective institutions. Additionally, faculty 
representing the more traditional academic areas are sometimes 
resistant towards these degrees, and some institutions are do-
ing little to promote them. There has also been some resistance 
by some four-year institutions toward the creation of applied 
baccalaureate degree programs at the three community colleges 
approved to offer them. However, there has been a resurgence 
of four-year institutions adding applied baccalaureate degrees 
in the last several years, as many regional universities begin to 
find new ways to address adult completion needs. Several of 
the applied baccalaureate degree programs found at four-year 
institutions are now offered online, making them even more ac-
cessible to students.

Washington: These are still fairly new degree programs.  
Legislation passed this year that will allow for expansion of 
these offerings in additional community and technical colleges.  
There have been some questions raised recently about trans-
fer of credit which we are working through established cross 
sector workgroups that address transfer issues.  In addition, it 
appears there may be a recruiting challenge for several of these 
programs – they tend to serve niche markets and some have 
struggled to get the numbers of students they expected.  It is a 
bit early to tell if this is a real problem or simply issues associ-
ated with a new program area and building credibility (we had 
similar issues of low enrollment in our branch campuses as they 
were establishing themselves).

UPDATE: Is the state going through or considering any sort 
of major restructuring in regards to higher education gov-
ernance? If yes, how would this impact applied baccalaure-
ate degrees?

Arizona: Yes, the state recently received a Lumina Founda-
tion grant for $1.5 million over four years. The goal of the grant 
is to “. . . graduate more students.”  One of the key elements 
of the grant is to improve governance by, “[i]dentifying  . . .  
more permanent solutions to coordination and governance of 
Arizona postsecondary education that will maximize: effective 
statewide strategic planning; advocacy and public awareness; 
funding and financial equity; coordination of programs; over-
sight of transfer and articulation; alignment of metrics; and fo-
cus on student‐centeredness.”(K. Nicodemus – Projector Direc-
tor of the Making Opportunities Affordable grant). The applied 
baccalaureate degree will contribute to the goal of increased 
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degree completion for students already in the pipeline, and may 
bring back to the higher education arena students who may not 
have otherwise considered a baccalaureate degree.

Florida: In 2008, the Florida Legislature established the 
Florida College System Task Force and State College Pilot 
Project, charged with making recommendations for framing 
legislation that would clarify the authorization for Florida’s 
community colleges to award baccalaureate degrees, and to 
further define the approval process.   As a result, The Florida 
College System was created by redesigning community col-
leges as “Florida Colleges,” and the Division of Community 
Colleges became the Division of Florida Colleges.  This reaf-
firmed the FCS as a single system, locally governed by a Board 
of Trustees under statutory authority of the State Board.  This 
system maintains the colleges’ historic mission of providing 
associate degrees for transfer to four-year institutions and for 
workforce degrees and certificates; requires cost-effective de-
livery of bachelor degrees with substantial savings to students 
and the state; allows colleges with State Board approval and 
SACS Level II accreditation to use the term “state colleges;” 
and allows colleges’ Boards of Trustees to request State Board 
approval for dropping the term “community” from a college’s 
name irrespective of degrees it is authorized to offer.  Since 
Grades K-12 and The Florida College System are under author-
ity of the State Board of Education, and the state public uni-
versities are governed by the Florida Board of Governors, this 
structure results in other challenges, requiring extensive col-
laboration between the sectors in order to provide students with 
maximum access through articulation.   

Kentucky: At this time Kentucky is not considering re-
structuring higher education governance.  

Oklahoma: There are no restructuring plans in Oklahoma 
at present.

Texas: Texas has a strategic plan for higher education, 
called "Closing the Gap." This plan outlines high target rates 
for baccalaureate completion of various demographic groups. 
To meet these bold targets, Texas higher education institu-
tions strive to meet the needs of nontraditional, especially 

adult, students. In addition to the strategic plan, Texas is in 
the midst of a study of the community college baccalaureate 
programs, led by the Texas Higher Education Coordinating 
Board. Results of the study are anticipated in summer 2010 
and will be presented to the Texas legislature in fall 2010. 
They are expected to provide important information on the 
state's future decisions regarding both applied baccalaure-
ate and community college baccalaureate degree programs. 
 
The Coordinating Board has also recently changed the process 
by which four-year institutions are authorized to offer new de-
grees and majors. Baccalaureate and master's programs at these 
institutions are now automatically approved, pending no public 
objection, if the programs meet certain budgetary and program-
matic requirements. This process appears to allow institutions 
to be more responsive in meeting student needs, and several 
applied baccalaureate degrees have either been approved or are 
being planned using this process.

Washington: No, but as mentioned earlier, legislation 
passed that removed BAS programs at the CTC’s from pilot 
status and allows for growth through the system.

UPDATE: Is there anything you wish to add?

Florida: As increasing longitudinal data are being collected 
on bachelor degree program enrollees and completers, we are 
looking forward to discovering more about the success of our 
graduates as they continue to enter satisfying careers and/or 
move on to further postsecondary education. 

Collin M. Ruud is a Ph.D. candidate in Higher Education at 
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. He currently 
works as a Graduate Research Assistant for OCCRL and can be 
reached at cruud2@illinois.edu.

Debra D. Bragg is Professor of Higher Education and Director 
of OCCRL. She can be reached at dbragg@illinois.edu
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Development of Washington’s Community and Technical College 
Applied Baccalaureate Degrees
by Loretta Seppanen, Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges

Introduction 

Several Washington state community and technical colleges 
(CTCs) have been offering upper division coursework leading 
to a bachelor’s degree since fall 2007.  The niche for these de-
grees is focused on applied baccalaureate degrees only, and is 
complementary to the traditional roles colleges have played re-
lated to baccalaureate attainment.  Each degree program enrolls 
a small number of students with about 35 to 40 annual upper 
division FTEs per program and an estimated annual 15 to 25 
graduates per program. 

The push for this niche role for CTCs in awarding applied bac-
calaureate degrees started in 2001, ahead of the initial authoriz-
ing legislation (HB 1974, 2005).  That push was in response 
to two issues – a view that more pathways for transfer were 
needed for applied associate degree graduates and the evidence 
of a need for more upper division capacity in the state.  Early in 
these discussions the colleges sought and gained public univer-
sity support for this new baccalaureate role.

By fall 2009, 57 students have graduated with bachelor’s de-
grees.  Currently, 259 students are enrolled in the applied bache-
lor’s programs at seven CTCs.  Partly because several programs 
are in health-related fields, women are enrolled at an even high-
er than traditional rate (70 percent female).  The median age of 
students was 33.  A slight majority (57 percent) enrolled full-
time despite the fact that most also work (64 percent). 

This article outlines key factors leading to the award of applied 
baccalaureate degrees in Washington State.

What motivated Washington to consider the 
community and technical college bachelor’s 
degree option?
In early 2001, community and technical college leaders in 
Washington agreed that action was needed to increase the path-
ways to transfer for those with applied (workforce) associate 
degrees.  The push to increase transfer options for workforce 
associate degree graduates stemmed in part from changes in the 
job market.  Some employers told college leaders they wanted 
bachelor’s options for their would-be managers in their techni-
cian ranks.  Furthermore, employers wanted a smooth path for 
their employees without the need to “start over” in an effort 
to meet the course requirements for a traditional bachelor’s in 
business.  At the same time, some employers indicated a need 
for even more technical training.  While a certificate or associ-
ate degree training had satisfied job requirements in the past, 
employers needed some staff with more advanced technical 
skills, not available in existing bachelor’s programs (diagnostic 
imaging, for example).

Despite this employer demand, Washington had limited path-
ways for students with an applied associate degree to earn a 
baccalaureate degree.  Some four-year institutions had offered 
an “upside down” degree or “professional studies” degree that 
assured broad liberal arts coursework topping off the work-
force-focused applied associate degree.  Similarly “RN to BSN” 
pathways allowing registered nurses with the associate degree 
to complete a Bachelor of Science in Nursing have existed for 
some time.  More recently, at the request of the community and 
technical colleges, several baccalaureate institutions added the 
Bachelor of Applied Science (BAS) option to serve graduates 
from selected applied associate degree programs (See Table I).

Table I 
Bachelor of Applied Science-Type (BAS-Type) Degrees Offered in Washington by Baccalaureate Institutions 

Public Baccalaureate Independent and For-Profit

Central Washington University – BAS in Information Technology and  
Administrative Management, BAS in Food Service Management  

Eastern Washington University – BS Applied Technology, BS Dental 
Hygiene,  BA Children’s Studies, ECE option 

Washington State University – RN to BSN; BA Interior Design;  BA 
Human Development 

University of Washington, Tacoma & University of Washington 
Bothell – RN to BSN  

Pacific Lutheran University – LPN and RN to BSN 

University of Phoenix – BS Management 

DeVry University – BS Technical Management 

City University – BS Business Administration  

The Evergreen State College – Upside Down Degree  Seattle Pacific University – Professional Studies 

Whitworth University – Liberal Studies  
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Even after the implementation of BAS and completion degrees 
at four-year institutions, the number of BAS-type pathways and 
their location in the state was limited, resulting in low transfer 
rates for associate of applied science graduates – about 10 per-
cent or 700 transfers each year.  But evidence from other states 
with more BAS pathways suggested that if more upper division 
BAS capacity was created, up to 30 percent of these graduates 
would complete a bachelor’s degree – a difference of 1,400 
more transfers (SBCTC, 2005).  In early 2004, the CTC system 
undertook a feasibility study examining the possibility of meet-
ing part of the need for more BAS options within the CTCs.

Simultaneously, the higher education community identified the 
need to expand upper division capacity in general.  In fall 2004 
a study jointly conducted by public universities and staff of the 
State Board for Community and Technical Colleges (SBCTC) 
concluded that most new enrollment growth was needed at the 
upper division level and that needs varied by region.

Thus the higher education community developed a multi-
pronged set of strategies for increasing upper division capac-
ity.  Rather than treating the authorization of applied bachelor’s 
degrees as a separate legislative issue, it was placed in a larger 
context calling for expanding spaces at existing public insti-
tutions, growing the number of university centers on college 
campuses, and authorizing community and technical colleges 
to offer applied baccalaureate degrees.

The legislation authorizing baccalaureate degrees at commu-
nity and technical colleges (HB 1794 passed in 2005) defined 
applied bachelor’s degrees as providing a pathway to the bach-
elor’s for graduates of applied associate degree programs by 
combining theory and applied knowledge/skills.  In practice the 
degrees include about two-thirds of a year’s credits in general 

liberal arts beyond the general education component in the ap-
plied associate degree.  The remaining upper division credits 
are either management related or additional advanced work in 
the chosen field of study or a combination of both.

How broad is the baccalaureate role of 
Washington community and technical colleges? 

The niche for community and technical college baccalaureate 
degrees in Washington is small, focused on applied baccalaure-
ate degrees only.  This role is complementary to the traditional 
transfer role.  The 34 CTCs prepare about 18,000 students a 
year to transfer to upper division programs and 25 CTCs host 
universities on their campuses, either in purpose-built Universi-
ty Center facilities or in regular college classrooms and offices.  
A growing share of baccalaureate graduates (seven percent in 
2006) complete degrees on the CTC campuses.  Most of the 
colleges that offer applied bachelor’s degrees also provide the 
opportunity for place-bound students to complete other bache-
lor’s degrees by hosting universities on their campuses.

Washington state has long had the benefit of clear statewide 
transfer pathways that assure a substantial number of university 
admissions are CTC transfers and that at least four in ten bach-
elor’s graduates have completed a significant portion of their 
degree at a community or technical college (HECB, 2009)�. 

As is typical in this state when exploring an educational ap-
proach for the first time, the first four colleges were authored as 
pilot projects.  They quickly proved their value leading to ap-
proval two years later for three additional pilots (see Table II).

�Most students (about 72 percent to public institutions) transfer with 
the associate degree because statewide agreements assure junior status 
(with most general education requirements treated as met) for students 
with a degree admitted as transfers.   

Table II 
Applied Baccalaureate Degrees at Washington Community and Technical Colleges as of January 2010 

Bellevue College 

BAS – Radiation and Imaging 
Science

BAS (Applied Arts) - Interior 
Design 

http://bellevuecollege.edu/programs/degrees/bachelor/bas/raim/

http://bellevuecollege.edu/artshum/interiordesign/baa_program.html

Columbia Basin 
Community College BAS – Applied Management  http://www.columbiabasin.edu/home/index.asp?page=2311

Lake Washington 
Technical College BT – Applied Design http://lwtchost.ctc.edu/programs2/btad/

Olympic College BSN http://www.olympic.edu/Students/DegreesCertificates/BSCI-N1A.htm

Peninsula College BAS – Applied Management  http://faculty.pc.ctc.edu/bas/

Seattle Central 
Community College 

BAS – Applied Behavioral 
Science http://seattlecentral.edu/BAS/

South Seattle 
Community College BAS – Hospitality Management http://www.southseattle.edu/programs/bas/require.html
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A recent examination of the higher education system, called 
System Design, lead by the Higher Education Coordinating 
Board (HECB) concluded that still more applied baccalaureate 
degrees are needed.  That analysis concluded that both univer-
sities and CTCs should increase BAS offerings.  The System 
Design recommendations, including growth of the CTC bach-
elor’s, are currently under final consideration by the Washing-
ton legislature (SB 6355).  If passed and signed by the Gover-
nor, the pilot status would be removed from statute as would 
the limitations on the number of colleges that can offer such 
programs.  The bill specifies that CTCs may apply to the State 
Board for Community and Technical Colleges (SBCTC) to de-
velop and offer applied baccalaureate degree programs and may 
enroll students in upper division courses after approval by the 
SBCTC and the HECB.

Who decides which colleges can award 
bachelor’s degrees?

The CTC applied baccalaureate authorizing legislation speci-
fied a degree approval process consistent with the already ex-
isting authority of the SBCTC and the HECB.  The SBCTC’s 
approval authority for all workforce degrees and certificates 
was extended to these applied degrees, which are considered 
part of the workforce mission.  The HECB’s approval authority 
extends to all public baccalaureate degrees.

The 2005 legislation required SBCTC to “convene a task force 
that includes representatives of both the community and techni-
cal colleges to develop objective selection criteria” for approval 
of these degrees.  That task force – representing college’s in-
struction, student services and administrative areas – started by 
creating a set of CTC applied baccalaureate principles: 

•	 The programs are to serve local students who are not other-
wise being served.

•	 Programs are regarded as an extension of workforce mission 
– response to increasing skill requirement of employers. 

•	 Colleges selected to offer these degrees must have the ca-
pacity to develop and sustain new programs.

•	 CTCs offering some applied baccalaureate degrees will re-
main predominately lower division institutions.

•	 Colleges are to maintain the “open door” philosophy as 
they add bachelor’s programs.

Table III provides the criteria and requirements set by the task 
force.  Together the principles and criteria assure well planned 
degrees.  They also direct colleges to consider degree pathways 
only when employer demand is large enough to employ 15 to 
25 graduates per year and where the workforce faculty is al-
ready among the strongest and thus poised to develop rigorous 
upper division course work.  These criteria continue to be used 
in reviewing additional applied baccalaureate proposals (see 
Table III on page 15). 

How is the funding level for programs 
determined?

Washington colleges are state funded and have no local taxing 
authority.  Currently, 73 percent of the funding for workforce, 
basic skills and lower division transfer courses comes from the 
state legislature and 27 percent from student tuition.  Our sys-
tem uses a carry forward funding approach with most new fund-
ing tied to a forecast for increased FTEs at a flat rate per FTEs 
irrespective of area of study.  A small portion of projected new 
FTEs are funded at premium as a means of focusing growth in 
areas of special interest to the state and in response to evidence 
of higher than normal costs in those special areas.

The task force proposed that the level of funding per FTEs, 
and subsequently the tuition level and thus the ratio of tuition 
to state funding, be based on the concepts of no price-based 
competition with public comprehensive universities�.  The task 
force also assumed that real costs at the CTCs likely would 
mirror the upper division costs of comprehensive universities.  
Thus students are charged the same tuition in the upper division 
applied bachelors program as they would be charged taking a 
similar upper division course at the closest comprehensive uni-
versity�.  Colleges are reimbursed for a set number of upper di-
vision FTES at the same rate used to reimburse comprehensive 
universities.

This higher funding rate for upper division course work com-
pared to most other CTC FTEs supports the higher cost of 
smaller classes, additional library resources and instruction, 
faculty time to support more independent student work and ad-
ditional release time for faculty for industry connections and/or 
research.  Faculty members are paid on the same salary sched-
ule as other faculty at the campus and maintain the same work-
load.  In practice the faculty members are, for the most part, 
lower division faculty.  Five out of six faculty members who 
teach upper division courses also teach lower division courses 
as well.  Four out of six teach just one upper division course a 
year.  Many current community and technical college faculty 
hold the terminal degree in their field and that is true also in 
the applied baccalaureate programs with about half the faculty 
holding the Ph.D. or Ed.D.

Based on advice from other states, Washington included a year 
of startup funding prior to the first teaching year.  Each pilot 
college received approximately $260,000 to hire new faculty, to 
fund curricular planning and to enhance library and/or labora-
tory resources.  While not funded, pilot colleges indicated that 

� Regional state universities: Central Washington University, Eastern 
Washington University, The Evergreen State College and Western 
Washington University.

� In 2008-09 the tuition and fee rate for two classes (10 quarter 
credits) per quarter for a traditional nine month academic year of 
lower division course work at the pilot colleges was $2,628 and the 
tuition rate for 10 credits per quarter for the year at the upper division 
was $5,190.  
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1
Table III 

Summarized Criteria and Standards for Washington CTC Applied Baccalaureate Degrees 

Principle Criteria Standards

1.A  Program fills a gap in options available for 
students because it is not offered by a public four-
year institution of higher education in the 
college's geographic area. 

1.A  Evidence that no public baccalaureate institution offers degrees serving 
the place- bound graduates of relevant applied associate degree programs in 
the college’s geographic area.  

1.B  Demonstrate demand for the proposed 
program from a sufficient number of students 
within its service area to make the program cost-
effective and feasible to operate. 

1.B  Evidence that the number of students graduating from relevant applied 
associate degree programs in the catchment area result in sufficient students 
going on for the BAS each year to match the planned junior year FTE 
request.   
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1.C  If applicable, has a plan for program 
articulation with nearby colleges. 

1.C  Indicate why articulation is or is not applicable.  If applicable, describe 
articulation plans and the number of student expected from nearby colleges. 

2.A  The college can demonstrate that employers 
demand the level of technical training proposed 
within the program, making it cost-effective for 
students to seek the degree.  

2.A  Document that: 
 Local employer demand for bachelor’s level workers exceeds the 

current local supply of relevant bachelor’s degrees awarded by public 
institutions serving the area, or 

 State level employer demand for bachelor’s level workers exceeds 
statewide public baccalaureate supply.  
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2.B  Has a plan for development of the 
curriculum that represents a level of rigor and 
knowledge above the level of the related applied 
associate degree. 

2.B  Describe technical course work for the BAS and the general education 
component of the bachelor’s degree.  Identify the general education 
expected from the applied associate level, the gaps in general education by 
area (humanities, social science, etc.) addressed at the junior and senior 
level in the BAS.   

3.A  Demonstrates the capacity to make a long-
term commitment of resources to build and 
sustain a high quality program. 

3.A  Provide a financial plan for the first years in which courses will be 
offered with projection revenue streams including revenue from employer 
contributions and any anticipated redistribution from existing funding; and 
projection of expenditures to be charged to the program.  Description of the 
adequacy of current facilities, equipment and other instructional resources 
required by the bachelor’s program.  Document the level of institutional 
financial stability that demonstrates the capacity to undertake and sustain 
new instructional initiatives.  

3.B  Has analyzed the faculty/staff needed, the 
education and professional experience 
qualification of faculty members relative to 
teaching assignments and anticipated sources of 
qualified faculty and staff. 

3.B  Describe the number and characteristics of staff and faculty by year.  
Include faculty needed to cover the technical course work, general education 
courses and electives.  For faculty, identify the highest level of education 
needed and describe other experience expectations such as recent work 
experience in the field (minimum of two years at a job appropriate for those 
with at least the bachelor’s degree).   C
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3.C  Has or can readily engage faculty 
appropriately qualified to develop and deliver a 
high quality curriculum at the baccalaureate level. 

3.C  Document that by the time students take their first classes the college 
will be able to hire new faculty or reassign current faculty meeting the 
qualifications described above and to do so within the funding constraints.   

4.A  Has an adequate and appropriate student 
services plan. 

4.A  Describe the services that will be needed by the students admitted to 
the applied bachelor’s degree program.  Describe plans for providing those 
services. Include a description of the following items in the plan:  
 Provision of financial aid services for students admitted to the program. 
 Effective academic advising that engages disciplinary expertise.  
 Retention strategies to enhance success of students in the program.  
 How to assist program graduates with placement. 
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4.B  Has a plan for the assessment of student 
achievement and program assessment at the 
bachelor’s level built upon a track record of 
effective assessment of the associate degrees. 

4.B  Describe methods for assessment of student achievement and program 
assessment for the related applied associate degrees and provide examples 
of how those assessments have been used to improve the program.  Describe 
which parts of that assessment will be applied at the bachelor’s levels and 
the plans for other assessments at the bachelor’s level.  
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y 5A.  Has a plan for selective admission processes, 

if used for the bachelor’s program, consistent 
with an open door institution. 

5.A  Describe the program selection and admissions process (how this 
process relates to and supports the open door.)  Also, describe efforts to 
assure that the CTC bachelor’s degree program serves as diverse a 
population as enrolled in the relevant associate degree programs in terms of 
aspects of diversity important to the college community.  
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they could have used an additional $50,000 each in the first 
teaching year to continue curriculum development.  For the first 
teaching year, pilot colleges were funded for 17 to 22 FTES per 
program for junior year classes.  Subsequently, each program 
received ongoing funding for 35 to 40 annual FTES per pro-
gram (for the junior and senior year).

How much lead time is needed prior to 
graduating the first bachelor’s students?  

Colleges in Washington awarded their first bachelor’s degree 
four years subsequent to legislative authority to do so.  The year 
to year work proceeded as follows:

•	 Two years prior to course offerings:  Proposal re-
view by SBCTC and HECB, accreditation approval 
before advertising for admission.  

•	 One year prior to course offerings:  Develop upper 
division courses, hire faculty, update library, select 
first students.

•	 First year course offerings:  Teach courses for ju-
niors and select new students for next year.

•	 Graduating year:   Bring in second set of new stu-
dents, graduate some second year students who had 
attended as full-time students.

Lessons Learned in Implementing Applied 
Baccalaureate Degrees in the CTCs in 
Washington

Several factors moved Washington to first authorize pilot ap-
plied baccalaureate degrees in the CTC and later to agree that 
more CTC applied baccalaureate degrees are needed.  Forward 
motion and broader support occurred as a result of the deci-
sion to place the question of this new role for CTCs in a larger 

context.  The recent legislative action to remove the pilot sta-
tus similarly was accomplished by placing the issue in a larger 
context examining decisions about when, where, and how bac-
calaureate growth should be accomplished.

Throughout this work, CTCs have worked their degree pro-
posals individually with partner universities, and the staff at 
SBCTC have worked with universities seeking support for 
this new CTC role.  The principles and criteria established by 
the task force have assured well planned degree proposals that 
respond to employer needs, do not compete with public uni-
versity programs and build upon existing CTC faculty member 
strengths. 
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Employer and Graduate Perspectives of the Community College 
Applied Baccalaureate: Meeting the College Mission
by Malcolm Grothe, South Seattle Community College

In September 2009, I completed and defended my doctoral dis-
sertation at Oregon State University. This dissertation culmi-
nated from a study I conducted in 2008 and 2009, the purpose 
of which was to better understand the perceptions of employers 
and graduates regarding the applied baccalaureate degree when 
conferred by community colleges. Local business representa-
tive and prospective students of applied community college 
baccalaureate degree (ACCBD) programs were interviewed 
to ascertain their support or lack thereof for the new degree. 
Grounded theory was used to develop a step-by-step process to 
collect, sort, evaluate, and analyze the data used in this study. 
Two research questions were used to guide my study: 

1.	 How do employers view the applied baccalaureate 
when conferred by community colleges? and, 

2.	 How do graduates who have earned a community col-
lege baccalaureate degree view the degree? 

Three colleges located in different regions of North America 
were selected and 18 ACCBD graduates and seven employers 
were interviewed. The data collection resulted in seven themes 
(five from graduates and two from employers) and a proposed 
theory. 

Themes

Five themes emerged from ACCBD graduate interviews. They 
suggested that ACCBD programs:

1.	 Do not present barriers to attaining a bachelor’s degree 
that prevent graduates from attending a university;

2.	 Accommodate students’ needs better than that of a 
university in three important areas: smaller classes, 
appropriate faculty, and industry connection or rel-
evance;

3.	 Prepare students for additional education, including 
master’s programs and law school; 

4.	 Utilize alternative delivery modes that meet, and in 
some cases exceed students’ expectations; and

5.	 Prepare students for their chosen fields and positions 
in the workforce. 

Two major themes emerged from employer interviews, and 
they are that the ACCBD program: 

1.	 Meets, and in some cases, exceeds employers’ expec-
tations for worksite preparedness; and 

2.	 Is a community builder.

Existing literature supports several of these findings.

In support of Theme 1, in some cases, ACCBD programs 
evolved to create access for nontraditional students who were 
unable to attend a university. Bragg, Townsend, and Ruud 
(2008), in discussing community college applied associate 
(technical) degree programs, explained that graduates have a 
difficult time finding higher education opportunities, “because 
many colleges and universities do not accommodate the com-
plexity of their lives” (p. 3). Floyd and Walker (2009) also 
stressed the need for ACCBD programs, stating, “College pro-
grams need to be packaged and delivered in convenient formats 
to meet the needs of a diverse American workforce, ranging 
from 18‑year-olds to aging Baby Boomers” (p. 92).  

In regards to Theme 2, which addresses the accommodations 
made by ACCBD programs, Townsend, Bragg, and Ruud 
(2008) noted that little data speak to how these programs run, 
stating, “We need more detailed information about how these 
programs work, what the key components are, and what are the 
characteristics of the learner they serve” (p. 14). In my study, 
graduates identified a number of accommodations provided by 
the ACCBD program that made it possible for many of them 
to attain their degree. These accommodations included smaller 
class sizes, lower cost, more accessible faculty, and better in-
dustry connection. My study may, in fact, offer some of the first 
data to respond to Townsend et al.’s assertion about the lack of 
specificity of program features and learners because the gradu-
ates interviewed based their views on direct experience with the 
accommodations made by the community college to meet their 
needs as nontraditional students. 

With Theme 3, most of the graduates felt that the ACCBD had 
prepared them for post-baccalaureate education. Six of the 18 
graduates reported that they had been accepted into gradu-
ate school, while several others were considering applying to 
graduate school. Importantly, one graduate had completed law 
school and had passed the bar exam. Although not the case in 
my study, some authors have questioned whether the ACCBD 
is perhaps substandard and may not be accepted for admission 
to graduate programs (Townsend, 2005). One such criticism is 
mentioned by Walker and Floyd (2005), who wrote, “given the 
difference between applied workforce baccalaureate and tradi-
tional baccalaureate degrees, an important question is whether 
the applied degrees would be recognized by universities for 
admission to graduate programs” (p. 101). Of note, one of the 
sites that I visited had conducted its own survey of several ma-
jor universities regarding a specific ACCBD program with the 
result that most would accept such a degree for admission to a 
master’s program. 
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In regards to alternative delivery, Theme 4, all three of the 
ACCBD sites involved in my study offered some form of al-
ternative delivery designed for nontraditional students. These 
alternative delivery methods included night classes, online and 
online/hybrid classes (i.e., a combination of classroom and on-
line), interactive two-way television, compressed schedules and 
summer classes, flexible schedules, courses offered at work-
sites, and various combinations of the above. Graduates viewed 
these methods of delivery as meeting their needs, and in some 
cases, felt the alternative delivery method exceeded their ex-
pectations. 

Although I was unable to find literature regarding graduates’ or 
employers’ views on the effective preparation for a job (Themes 
5 and 6, respectively) that their ACCBD provided, I did, none-
theless, find literature that identified closely related phenom-
ena. Floyd (2005) proffered that one of the primary reasons 
community college leaders are interested in adding the ACCBD 
to their existing programs is to provide better access for non-
traditional students to attain bachelor’s degrees which provide 
higher quality jobs with more job security. To that end, two Ca-
nadian provinces, Alberta and Ontario, have used the ACCBD 
programs to meet industry needs instead of expanding access 
to typical traditional university degrees (Skolnik, 2005). In the 
employers’ views, having the ACCBD in their community is a 
clear advantage. Most importantly, the employers perceive the 
ACCBD program as a community builder in that it tends to 
keep people in the community and provides industry with local 
talent to hire. 

I found additional research attesting to the ACCBD programs 
as community builders, to further support Theme 7; however, 
my research on the community-building aspect of ACCBD pro-
grams is among the first to reveal this finding from the perspec-
tive of employers. 

Although both graduate and employer views of the ACCBD are 
predominantly positive in my study, some issues are evident 
in the data. Some employers had very little knowledge of the 
ACCBD programs, and instead of responding to the program’s 
attributes, described the attributes of their employees. One 
graduate had concerns about course sequencing, which limited 
his/her ability to ‘fast track’ the program by taking additional 
classes each semester. Additionally, one ACCBD graduate was 
not accepted into an advanced degree program and believed 
the university based its decision on the absence of a traditional 
bachelor’s degree. In a similar vein, at one site, both graduates 
and employers alike showed concern for the lack of prestige 
that the ACCBD college holds in the community.

Proposed Theory

It is the seventh theme, community building, that serves as the 
basis of my proposed theory. This theory, which is grounded 
in these findings, has five identifiable stages (see Figure 1 on 
page 19).

Stage 1. Local nontraditional graduates from two-year techni-
cal programs desire additional educational credentials to im-
prove their work status. Graduates from this study who were 
mostly nontraditional students with two-year technical degrees 
reported four primary areas in which the ACCBD helped them 
with their current jobs: (a) prepared them for their first profes-
sional job, (b) helped them to secure a better job, (c) led to an 
upgrade in their current job, and (d) updated and upgraded their 
skills for their current job. These results reveal a demand to im-
prove work skills from a nontraditional student population with 
two‑year technical degrees.

Stage 2. Local businesses want to hire appropriately educated 
local residents, and in some cases, like to have their current 
employees’ skills upgraded. In my study, Theme 6 described 
employers’ perceptions that graduates met and exceeded their 
expectations with regard to job skills. Also, Theme 5 showed 
ACCBD graduates are often hoping to either secure a better job 
or improve their skills within their current company.  This find-
ing suggests employers may already be using the ACCBD pro-
grams to hire new employees and upgrade current employees.

Stage 3. The mission statements of most community colleges 
include addressing identified local and regional gaps in educa-
tion. As discussed in Theme 1, ACCBD programs are evolving 
in many cases to create access for nontraditional students who 
are unable to attend a university. ACCBD graduates felt that 
attending a university, rather than a community college, would 
not meet their present needs for work, family, and school. 

Stage 4. The community college implements appropriate AC-
CBD programs to meet the demand. As noted in Theme 2, AC-
CBD graduates identified a number of accommodations pro-
vided by their programs that made it possible for many of them 
to attain their baccalaureate degree. These accommodations 
include smaller class sizes, lower cost, more accessible faculty, 
and better industry connection. 

Stage 5. Local businesses are enhanced by hiring or promot-
ing ACCBD graduates, and offering these programs within 
the community greatly reduces the risk of losing capable and 
well‑trained graduates who might otherwise leave the commu-
nity to be trained elsewhere. This finding supports the commu-
nity in which these graduates live and work. The employers 
in my study concurred that having the ACCBD in their com-
munity is an advantage. They perceived the ACCBD as a com-
munity builder in that it tends to keep people in the community, 
and it provides local industry with a better educated workforce 
to hire.
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Conclusion

With the current worldwide economic downturn of 2008-2009, 
policymakers are looking for innovative ways to improve the 
economic conditions in North America. ACCBD programs may 
present a response to this critical need for innovation and new 
solutions as it provides community colleges with an additional 
tool to help revive local communities while, at the same time, 
meeting the needs of the workforce and the population by offer-
ing post-associate’s technical education.

The community-building component of the ACCBD programs 
is an important finding. By offering these programs, commu-
nity colleges seem to be fulfilling their mission statement by 
doing what they do best—serving the local community. In the 
last several years, the number of states offering the ACCBD 
has tripled from five to 15. Based on that statistic, I believe in 
10 to 15 years, these programs will spread to at least half of the 
states. In fact, if not a definite trend by then, I believe those 
communities that have yet to establish these programs will, in 
essence, be missing an opportunity to serve and enrich their 
communities. Although not all educators agree that the next 

step for community colleges is to add the ACCBD program, it 
appears to me that as employees need higher levels of education 
to be viable employees in today’s economy, it seems logical that 
community colleges will increase the level of education offered 
and fill this need by offering ACCBD programs. 

My study identified common themes from all three schools that 
begin to validate the effectiveness of the ACCBD programs. It 
has shown that the ACCBD program has exceeded the expecta-
tions of both the employers and graduates who were interviewed 
for this study. I would encourage state and local policymakers, 
accreditation agencies, and other stakeholders to consider of-
fering ACCBD programs as a potential option especially when 
universities are unable or unwilling to meet the demand. This 
study has identified research that will help education leaders 
evaluate the appropriateness of the ACCBD for their college. 
Further, they may wish to consider the themes and theory from 
my study to identify models that may help them investigate 
these new degree programs. 

Figure 1. Proposed theory of ACCBD as community builder process.
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