
Associate’s or 
(Incomplete) Bachelor’s Degree?

A Look at Three-year Postsecondary Programs from 
Around the World

International Educators of Illinois 2023

Brock Goldflies, Scholaro Inc.

1



Introduction

Brock Goldflies
Credential Evaluator, Scholaro, Inc.

2



Agenda

I. Postsecondary level and associate’s and bachelor’s degrees in the 
US

II. Common Examples: Indian Nursing Diploma, Chinese zhuanke 
programs, Francophone Diplôme/Licence Professionnelle, and 
Non-honors bachelor’s degrees from Australia, New Zealand, and 
South Africa

III. Outlier examples with practice: CARICOM, Latin America (Brazil), 
Ukraine, Vatican City
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I. Postsecondary level
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Postsecondary:
• Postsecondary as defined by Merriam-Webster: “of, 

relating to, or being education following secondary school”
• Federal regulation: a postsecondary institution is defined 

as “an institution that provides education to students 
beyond the secondary school level; secondary school level 
means the educational level (not beyond grade 12) at 
which secondary education is provided as determined 
under State law.”1

• Benchmarking methodology

1. Cornell Law School “Electronic Code of Federal Regulations”
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https://www.law.cornell.edu/definitions/index.php?width=840&height=800&iframe=true&def_id=c4469d9c4aec42fa7c9f025d8ae5b23d&term_occur=2&term_src=Title:34:Subtitle:A:Chapter:I:Part:99:Subpart:A:99.3


Higher Education Act of 1965

6Source: govinfo.gov

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-765/pdf/COMPS-765.pdf


Source: Foundations of International Education: Foreign Educational Credential Analysis (NAFSA, 2017) 7



U.S. Associate’s Degree

• Merriam-Webster: “a degree that is given to a student who 
has completed two years of study at a junior college, 
college, or university in the U.S.”

• Although rare, some associate’s degree programs might be 
three years full-time. 
• This does not change the fact that an associate’s degree is the 

specific credential awarded!

• Not considered a benchmark credential in the United 
States.

• Can act as a terminal credential.
• Typically for employment purposes or pursuing further 

higher education.
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Is an associate’s degree always two years?

• Although two years is the most common length, 
there are some outlier programs that may exceed 
this.

• Most associate’s degrees require a minimum of 60 
credits.
• Except, for example, Portland Community College and 

their Paralegal AAS program, with 90 credits.
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https://www.pcc.edu/programs/paralegal/aas-paralegal/


U.S. Bachelor’s Degree

• Merriam-Webster: “a degree that is given to a student by a 
college or university usually after four years of study.”

• If the standard length for a U.S. bachelor’s degree is four 
years, then what does that mean for three-year degrees? 

• The minimum required total of credits for a four-year 
bachelor’s degree is typically 120. 

• Completion of a bachelor’s degree in the US can grant 
access to graduate education.
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Could a bachelor’s degree be three years in length?

• Some schools claim to offer short programs.
• A phrase often seen in advertisements: “Earn a bachelor’s degree in 

as little as three years” – but is this true?

• It depends on the total number of credits awarded.
• “Comparable to a bachelor’s degree” vs. “completion of 

undergraduate coursework toward a bachelor’s degree”
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II. Common Cases
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Indian Nursing Diplomas
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Context
• Typically awarded by state nursing boards/councils or the 

state directorate of medical education
• Final marks sheets from just the school would not be sufficient

• Admission requirement tends to be completion of 
Standard XII (Senior Secondary Certificate or equivalent)
• Always good to check because there exist nursing programs that require 

Standard X (Secondary Certificate) and only grant access to the first year of 
a BSc. in Nursing program.

• HEIs in India offer a “Post-Basic” Bachelor of Science degree program 
in Nursing for those who completed the three-year Nursing Diploma.
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15Source: International Qualifications Assessment Service, Alberta (2009, rev. 2016)
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Associate’s or Incomplete Bachelor’s?

Could be interpreted as being equivalent to an 
Associate of Applied Science degree in Nursing plus 
one year of additional undergraduate coursework in 
nursing.

Or….

Could be interpreted as being equivalent to 
completion of three years of undergraduate 
coursework toward a bachelor’s degree.
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Tips and Tricks

• Always check the admission requirements—is 
Standard X or XII required for entry? 

• If facing a post-Std. X nursing program, 
differentiate secondary units from undergraduate 
credits(like an engineering diploma) 

• Consider the purpose for evaluating a nursing 
diploma.
• Admissions into a bachelor’s degree program? Applying 

for licensure? 
• Check with your institution for equivalency 

recommendations.
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Chinese zhuanke Programs
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Context

• Offered by both universities and colleges at the state or national level
• Programs are typically 3 years. There are also 2 and 2.5-year programs.
• Zhuanke is not a degree, but can be treated like one
• There exist “Top-up” programs for zhuanke graduates who enter a 

benke program with advanced standing.
• TAICEP 2019 webinar indicates that zhuanke diplomas only grant 

access to the 3rd and 4th year of a benke.
• Consensus of attendees at this webinar: it is not recommended to admit those with 

a zhuanke into graduate programs.
• Attendees also consider the zhuanke to be equivalent to an associates, but they do 

not consider it the same thing as one.

• Upon graduation, students are awarded a Graduation Certificate (毕业
证书) and a corresponding transcript.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bi2WFEbfvUU


23



24

**Notice the Chinese character for “three years”

专科 = Zhuanke



Associate or Incomplete Bachelor’s?

• It depends entirely on the field of study. If there exists an 
associate’s degree in the same field in the US, then 
equivalent to an associates.

• Otherwise, treated as an incomplete bachelor’s degree
• Not uncommon to see these paired with a top-up 

bachelor’s degree for graduate admission

 In these situations, do you treat three years of 
undergraduate coursework in a zhuanke as being 
equivalent to two years of credit? Or award three years 
of credit and then the total for their top-up (typically 
two years)? 
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Francophone Diplôme 
Nationale/Licence Professionnelle
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History and Context

• France and former colonial states follow a similar system, 
based on legislation.

• Terminology tends to be very specific to legal standings.
• Schools in France can award a Diplôme Nationale, which 

may vary in length (Bac + 3, 4, or 5).
• The Professional Licentiate (Licence Professionnelle-Licence 

Pro) is newer in France and tends to be geared more 
toward vocational endeavors.

• Individual countries may have specific provisions in place 
for their credentials, but they may also follow the specifics 
of the French system, such as grading.
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• Source: https://ressources.campusfrance.org/esr/diplomes/fr/LMD_art_fr.pdf
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• Source: ONISEP, Government of France
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• Source: ONISEP, Government of France (2012)
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*This is a two-year program (BAC + 2)
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Does this 
indicate 
recognition?
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Tips and Tricks

• First things first: if the school is private, make sure 
that the individual program is accredited!
• Especially the case in Benin and Senegal

• Become familiar with the individual country’s 
education ladder and how it compares with 
France’s system.

• If necessary, check legislation from the 
Government of France (When in doubt, trust 
ONISEP!) and/or the government of the country of 
origin.
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https://www.onisep.fr/


Non-honors degrees from Australia, 
New Zealand, and South Africa
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Associate’s or Bachelor’s?

• Based on the National Qualifications Frameworks 
(NQFs) of these countries, it seems that the levels 
of these degrees prevents them from being 
equivalent to an associate’s degree.

• Non-honors bachelor’s degrees are designed to 
gain access to honors programs, which tend to be 
only one year. Honors degrees can then grant 
access to graduate education.
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Australian Qualifications Framework

40Source: Nuffic 



New Zealand Qualifications Framework

41
Source: Nuffic 



South African Qualifications Framework
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Source: Government of South Africa (2000) 



South African Qualifications Framework

43Source: Government of South Africa (2013) 
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Bachelor’s “Pass” degree at AQF level 7

*NOT equivalent to a US bachelor’s degree, despite 
being 4.5-5 years in length.



Associate’s or incomplete bachelor’s

• Tend to be equivalent to incomplete bachelor’s
• Not considered equivalent to associate’s degree 

since they lead into honors degrees, which are a 
minimum of one year

• In these countries, there exist Diplomas at a lower 
NQF level that are more closely resemble US 
associate’s programs.
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Tips and Tricks

• Always pay attention to the honors or non-honors status!
• If unsure, check a country’s national qualifications 

framework website for more information
• It is recommended to consider the NQF levels more so than 

year counting.
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III. Bonus Examples for Practice

48



Caribbean Community 
(CARICOM) CXC Associate
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• Education system of Guyana (scholaro.com/db)
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Caribbean Community (CARICOM)

• Credentials below the bachelor’s degree level awarded by 
the Caribbean Examinations Council (CXC)-unless issued by 
a country’s MOE or a similar government organization

• Caribbean Advanced Proficiency Examination (CAPE) = 
General Certificate of Education – Advanced Levels (A-
levels)

• CXC issues the Associate’s degree, indicating completion of 
two years of postsecondary ed following the CAPE.

• Total postsecondary years: 3 (1 + 2). 
• Or, if strict year-counting, it’s two years of CAPE and two years of 

the associate’s—4 years. 
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• Source: Caribbean Examinations Council
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https://www.cxc.org/examinations/cxc-associate-degrees/
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Associate’s or Incomplete Bachelor’s?

• Regardless of total postsecondary years 
completed, a CXC associate’s program would only 
grant access to upper division coursework in a 
bachelor’s degree program at universities in the 
CARICOM region.

• A common field for this program is General 
Studies, which exists in the US as well

• Most fields offered for the CXC associates are also 
offered in the US. 
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Tecnico and Tecnologo programs in 
Latin American countries
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Brazil



Tecnologo = Bachelor’s Degree? 
How?!?
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Answer: mistranslation



Ukrainian Junior Specialist/Bachelor
• Based on the Soviet Union professional secondary diploma. 
• Awarded by technical schools/colleges 

(teknikum/uchilishte).
• Served as a replacement to the Diploma of Professional 

Secondary Education.
• Last Junior Specialist was awarded in 2016, following the 

discontinuation of this credential in Ukraine. 
• Schools are now beginning to issue the Junior Bachelor diploma.

• Junior Specialist programs grant access to upper division in 
a bachelor or specialist degree program.

• Most programs are 2 years, but 3-year programs do exist 
despite their rarity.
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Vatican Baccalaureatus & Licentia

• Baccalaureatus in Diritto Canonico, Baccalaureatus in 
Filosofia, Baccalaureatus in Scienze Religiose are all three 
years.
• Typically, equivalent to three years of undergraduate coursework, 

comparable to a bachelor’s degree

• Baccalaureatus in Teologia is five years.
• Typically, equivalent to a US bachelor’s degree

• Licentia is actually the second-cycle (master’s level) 
degree…

• …while the Magistero is a four-year degree, considered 
equivalent to a US bachelor’s degree.
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Denmark
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Source: NAFSA



AICE Credential Forum consensus: 
equivalent to a bachelor’s degree 

because of the year counting
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Questions?
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The End

Brock Goldflies
brockg@scholaro.com
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Recap

• Associate’s degree is not considered a benchmark 
credential in the US.

• Three-year postsecondary programs should be 
evaluated based on their entry criteria and what 
the final credential grants them access to.

• The equivalency of an associate’s is only provided 
when there is a US-equivalent program.
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Sources

1. Scholaro Database
2. NAFSA
3. AICE
4. AACRAO EDGE
5. WES WENR
6. WHED
7. TAICEP
8. ECE
9. ICAS
10. Nuffic
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Appendix

• Alberta international education guides (IQAS)
• ONISEP
• Nuffic Education Systems
• The ECE Connection
• WHED
• TAICEP’s At Your Desk Series
• ENIC-NARIC’s Country Pages
• Australian Qualifications Framework
• New Zealand Qualifications Framework
• South African Qualifications Framework
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https://www.alberta.ca/iqas-education-guides.aspx
https://www.onisep.fr/
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/subjects/diploma/education-systems
https://theconnection.ece.org/
https://www.whed.net/home.php
https://www.taicep.org/taiceporgwp/resources/taicep-at-your-desk-series/
https://www.enic-naric.net/page-countries-of-the-networks
https://www.aqf.edu.au/
https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/qualifications-standards/understanding-nzqf/
https://www.saqa.org.za/faq/what-national-qualifications-framework-nqf?language_content_entity=en
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