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Using Articulation Agreements to Help Early
Childhood Educators Pursue a BA

The Growing Demand for Early Childhood Educators with BAs

Early childhood educators have a unique opportunity to foster the development
of cognitive, behavioral, and social skills. But the work is not easy. Effective
educators need both a deep understanding of child development and mastery of
a complex set of skills to meet the learning needs of young children. Accordingly,
there is a growing demand across the country for early childhood educators with
a bachelor’s degree education. For example, 35 state pre-K programs now require
lead teachers to possess a bachelor’s degree, up from 26 programs with such a
degree requirement 10 years ago.' And the 2007 reauthorization of Head Start
required half of all lead teachers to hold bachelor’s degrees with training in early
education. Currently about 74 percent of Head Start leaders hold a bachelor’s or
advanced degree in early childhood or a related field.?

The momentum towards a demand for early educators with at least a bachelor’s
degree has only grown in the last several years. In 2015, the National Academies
of Science, Engineering, and Medicine released Transforming the Workforce for
Children Birth Through Age 8,° a report that explores the science of child
development and its implications for professionals who work with young
children. The most significant recommendation in the report was the call for a
transition to a minimum bachelor’s degree qualification requirement for all lead
teachers working with children from birth through age eight.

35 state pre-K programs now require lead teachers to
possess a bachelor’'s degree, up from 26 programs
with such a degree requirement 10 years ago.

In order to unpack the complexities of this recommendation and its implications
for teachers of three- and four-year-olds, New America and Bellwether
Education Partners engaged the nation’s leading experts on early childhood
teacher preparation in a discussion of what preparation for current and future
early educators should look like and the potential of new, more accessible, and
higher-quality models for degree programs. New America and Bellwether
convened a day-long meeting in Washington, D.C. on September 26, 2017 and
conducted follow-up interviews throughout the fall with selected attendees and
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other experts. In February 2018, we released a paper synthesizing our findings
and elevating issues that need to be addressed to ensure that all pre-K teachers
have the core knowledge and competencies needed to effectively teach three-
and four-year-olds.* This brief on articulation agreements is the first in a series
that will explore strategies to help address some of those issues.

The Importance of Articulation Agreements for Improving Access
and Completion

Community colleges are well-positioned to help meet the growing demand for
early educators with bachelor’s degrees. The majority of early childhood degree
programs are already located in these two-year institutions, including programs
designed for educators pursuing a Child Development (CDA) credential,
associate degree, or coursework in order to ultimately obtain a bachelor’s degree.
5 As of 2009, more than 700 higher education institutions offered associate
degree programs in early childhood education (ECE), with the majority of these
degrees offered at community colleges.®

Community colleges are an appealing option for many early educators for several
reasons. Beginning one’s studies at a two-year institution is generally less
expensive than doing so at a four-year university, for example. Community
colleges are also more likely to offer flexible options for students, such as part-
time schedules, online courses, and classes on nights and weekends to
accommodate those who attend school while simultaneously working or taking
care of their children.”

But for students who want to eventually receive a bachelor’s degree and become
alead early childhood teacher, the time and money they invest in their
community college studies is only beneficial if they can smoothly transition into a
four-year institution without loss of credit. Articulation agreements help ensure
that smoother pathway, minimizing the waste of time and money that current
and future early educators risk when they cannot transfer credits and need to
take duplicative courses.

These agreements enable students to earn an associate degree and then enter a
four-year institution with junior standing and 52 to 60 credit hours to apply to
required program credits in their field of study.® Ideally, these credits would
include coursework specific to early education that helps educators already in the
classroom immediately improve their teaching practice as well as general
education courses that prepare them for bachelor’s-level coursework. As the
National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) states in a
2009 position statement, the focus should be on designing coursework that
“simultaneously enhance[s] one’s current practice while still maintaining

transfer options from associate to baccalaureate to graduate degree programs.”®
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It is only through strong articulation agreements formed between two- and four-
year institutions that this vision can be made into reality.

— BOX 1

Articulation between a CDA and Associate Degree

The Child Development Associate (CDA) is considered the entry-level
credential for individuals interesting in pursuing a career in ECE. Currently,
some associate degree programs offer credit for students who possess a CDA
or state-issued equivalent credential, but policies vary by state and institution.
Florida, for example, guarantees articulation of nine credit hours toward a
postsecondary degree in ECE for students who have earned a CDA (or state-
issued equivalent) and received training in emergent Iiteracy.10 New Mexico
has attempted to ease transfer by creating a state-issued equivalent credential
to the CDA, the New Mexico Child Development Certificate. Advantages of
obtaining the state credential include the fact that all of the coursework can be
applied towards an associate degree, the credential does not expire, and the
application costs associated with the credential are less than for the CDA."

Main Types of Articulation Agreements™

Type of
Agreement Description Factors to Consider
- Created when early childhood facult
. y o y - Dependent upon trust between leaders at
Faculty-to- members at various institutions negotiate ] L. .
s different institutions; can end with faculty
Faculty individual transfer agreements between

- turnover
their programs

newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/ensuring-smooth-pathway/ 7



Type of

Agreement Description Factors to Consider
- Remain stable when faculty change, but
- can be threatened if significant course
- Created when specific courses are
. changes take place
matched between two institutions
Course-to- C - Courses are locked into place once the
- Two- and four-year institutions work K . L.
Course . agreement is reached, possibly limiting
together to create matching numbers, ) .
. . innovation
titles, and syllabi to ensure a smooth
transfer of credit between institutions .
- Agreements notoriously onerous and
time-consuming to implement
- Successful student performance can be
shown through an outcomes-based
) ) . ) measure, such as a capstone portfolio
- Agreement in which the entire associate B B
Program-to- degree program transfers to a four-year
Program e e v - Student performance can be measured

institution once the degree is completed } ) .
against national professional standards;

program quality can be verified through
national accreditation

There are several advantages to program-to-program agreements over other
types of agreements. Under this model, there is no need to do the time-
consuming and difficult work of establishing course-to-course correspondence
between institutions. Rather than a focus on matching course numbers and titles,
the focus is on ensuring that students meet specific competencies and are
adequately prepared to continue their education and obtain a bachelor’s degree.

The advantages of program-to-program agreements are multiplied when these
agreements are implemented statewide. Statewide agreements offer benefits to
both institutions and students in comparison to individual program-to-program
agreements that can be difficult to manage. Under a statewide program-to-
program agreement, community colleges are able to offer a smooth transfer
pathway that attracts new students while four-year institutions gain students who
already have a track record of success in undergraduate coursework. Students
gain an easy-to-understand transfer pathway that is more stable than an
agreement based on course-to-course correspondence or faculty trust.
Furthermore, they no longer need to decide on a transfer institution at the
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moment they enter community college because they are assured that their entire
degree will transfer to any public institution within the state.™

Why Agreements Are Difficult to Establish and Maintain

Forming and maintaining articulation agreements that guarantee a smooth
pathway from a community college to a bachelor’s degree program is no easy
task. Enabling successful degree completion and credit transfer for prospective
educators while simultaneously increasing the amount of early childhood-
specific content taught at each degree level has been an elusive goal for decades.

The majority of states have policies guaranteeing that students with an associate
degree can transfer all of their credits to a public four-year institution in that state
and enter with junior standing. In these states, students who transfer with an
associate degree generally are not required to complete additional general
education courses (see map below).'* But a policy of statewide guaranteed
transfer of an associate degree, while helpful to many students, does not help
future early educators who have taken early childhood-specific courses at
community college in addition to general education courses. If only general
education courses are guaranteed to transfer to a four-year institution, then
aspiring early educators will likely have to complete duplicative early childhood-
specific courses at their four-year school even if they have successfully completed
similar courses in community college.

If only general education courses are guaranteed to
transfer to a four-year institution, then aspiring early
educators will likely have to complete duplicative
early childhood-specific courses at their four-year
school even if they have successfully completed
similar courses in community college.

Much of the difficulty of establishing articulation agreements specific to ECE lies
in the fact that many associate degree programs in ECE were originally
established as terminal degrees, marking the end of an educational pathway
rather than the first step towards a bachelor’s degree. Many of these programs
were designed to prepare students for a specific role in the classroom, such as
classroom aide or assistant teacher. These programs were not generally designed
by university administrators concerned about the possibility and ease of transfer.
These terminal degree programs are generally more focused on courses that
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teach skills and content relevant to working in early childhood programs and
include fewer of the general education courses likely to easily transfer into a
bachelor’s degree program.”

Articulation agreements specific to ECE are notoriously difficult and time-
consuming to create and implement. For example, thanks to funding from the W.
K. Kellogg Foundation, the T.E.A.C.H. Early Childhood National Center recently
assisted 10 states with efforts to achieve statewide articulation agreements over a
two-year period.’® The difficulty and complexity of the work involved, however,
forced most state teams to revise their original goal because they quickly realized
such an agreement could not be reached within two years."”

Figure 1 | States with Guaranteed Transfer of an Associate Degree

.. LEGEND:

States with statewide guaranteed

' . transfer of an associate degree

Source: Education Commission of the States, hitp://ecs.force.com/mbdata/
MBquest3RTA?Rep=TR1603

Another challenge is that four-year institutions are increasingly judged on
whether their graduates can attain jobs that pay well. Unless an early childhood
educator is hired as a public school teacher, it is unlikely that educator will be
paid well. Data from the Center for the Study of Child Care Employment show,
for example, that even with a bachelor’s degree, teachers of young children in
private settings are paid approximately $29,000 per year compared to $43,000
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for pre-K teachers in public schools.’ This can cause four-year institutions to fail
to prioritize the improvement of credit transfer for future early educators. Some
colleges actually bar students enrolled in ECE programs from obtaining certain
types of loans due to fears that they will struggle to pay back the loans on time."

Pennsylvania and Indiana: The Advantages of a Statewide Program-
to-Program Model

Pennsylvania and Indiana are states that implemented statewide program-to-
program articulation agreements that aim to provide a smooth, predictable
pathway for future early educators from an associate degree to a bachelor’s
degree.

In 2009, the Pennsylvania legislature passed a law that required the state’s four-
year public institutions to accept the entire Associate of Arts or Associate of
Science degree toward the graduation requirements of a bachelor’s degree
program. This legislation included language stressing the importance of ensuring
articulation between two- and four-year institutions for students pursuing ECE
degrees.”

Pennsylvania’s statewide articulation system for ECE is one that focuses on
major competencies and learning outcomes rather than course-matching
between institutions. In order to ensure program quality, two-year institutions
are required to use NAEYC standards and outcomes to guide program
development. Program accreditation from NAEYC is strongly encouraged, but
not mandatory. A capstone portfolio compiled of assessments aligned with
NAEYC’s Professional Preparation Standards serves as the main exit criterion for
students graduating from an associate degree program, in addition to at least 40
hours of field experience. The two-year institution assesses the capstone
portfolio according to a statewide rubric and certifies that the graduate has met
all required learning outcomes. Successful graduates of the associate degree
program are then guaranteed entrance to a four-year institution with full junior
standing and 60 transfer credits: 30 credits in general education and 30 credits in
ECE-specific courses.”

In 2013, the Indiana legislature passed a bill that required state educational
institutions to create a single articulation pathway for programmatic areas in
which large numbers of students first obtain an associate degree with the intent
of eventually obtaining a bachelor’s degree.”” The bill led to the creation of
Transfer Single Articulation Pathways (TSAPs), competency-based tracks meant
to promote seamless transfer from two-year to four-year degree programs at
public institutions in 13 program areas, including ECE. Students enrolled in the
ECE TSAP complete a general education core of 30 credit hours as well as 30
credit hours in ECE-specific courses that are aligned with NAEYC standards.
Upon successful completion of the TSAP, students can transfer all 60 credits into
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a bachelor’s degree program at a four-year public institution and enter with junior
status.”

According to Russ Baker, vice president of Academic Affairs at Ivy Tech
Community College, prior to the implementation of TSAP the college had
separate articulation agreements in place with each four-year public institution in
the state, leading to “an impossibly complex situation where students have a
different path depending on what four-year institution they ultimately want to
transfer to.” Ken Sauer, senior associate commissioner and chief academic officer
for the Indiana Commission for Higher Education, notes that TSAP has led to “a
system that really is functioning” by easing transfer difficulties for students and
saving money for both students and the state. The ECE TSAP officially launched
in 2015 and 24 students recently graduated with an associate degree from the
program with plans to pursue a bachelor’s degree at a four-year institution; 15 to
20 more students are expected to graduate the program at the conclusion of the
spring 2018 semester.*

Conclusion

Articulation agreements can be an important tool for helping current and future
early educators attain a bachelor’s degree. When implemented well, they can
ease the burden that students have too often faced when moving from a two-year
to a four-year institution, reducing the extra time and money spent on courses
that do not transfer.

As states consider ways to help more early educators attain a four-year degree,
leaders should look to articulation agreements as one potential tool. The multiple
benefits of achieving a statewide program-to-program articulation agreement
should be considered and weighed against course-to-course agreements that
require the matching of course numbers, titles, and syllabi. Pennsylvania and
Indiana have both implemented statewide agreements; the long-term results of
the agreements are worthy of further study.

— BOX 2

Useful Resources for Further Reading

e Alison Lutton,

e Marnie Kaplan,

newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/ensuring-smooth-pathway/

12


https://earlyeducatorcentral.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/public/documents/supporting-degree-completion.pdf
https://earlyeducatorcentral.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/public/documents/supporting-degree-completion.pdf
https://bellwethereducation.org/sites/default/files/Bellwether_CommunityCollege_JPK_Final.pdf
https://bellwethereducation.org/sites/default/files/Bellwether_CommunityCollege_JPK_Final.pdf

e T.E.A.C.H. Early Childhood National Center,
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http://teachecnationalcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Articulation-Compendium-Update-10-20-15.pdf
http://teachecnationalcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Articulation-Compendium-Update-10-20-15.pdf
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