Arthur Cohen and Florence Brawer, in an article on The Collegiate Function of Community Colleges*, explain that: 
· Most associate degrees contain a minimum of 60 credits (ESC requires 64 credits).

· There is no one, predetermined group of courses that is accepted nationwide as a standard associate degree (because there are different purposes for different types of associate degrees--a capstone to formal schooling, a preparation for transfer into a bachelor degree program, a preparation to enter a profession).

· Different types of associate degrees (A.A., A.S., and A.A.S.) include different types of courses in different proportions (e.g., more "general education" courses in an A.A. or an A.S. degree; more "occupational" courses in an A.A.S. degree). But all associate degrees include some general education courses in areas such as humanities, social sciences, natural sciences, or mathematics.

· All holders of the associate degree are expected to have the ability to think critically and to express those thoughts clearly in both spoken and written forms.


Cohen and Brawer don't identify specific courses for an associate degree because the associate degree in the U.S. really can be structured in many--and vastly different--ways. But they do provide some basic expectations for associate degrees that are essential to understanding what to study and why: 

· they all contain some study in general academic fields (humanities, natural sciences, social sciences, mathematics) 

· through study in general academic fields, students develop skills in critical thinking and communication. 


Such general education courses, common to any associate degree, are things which, in Cohen and Brawer's words:

are deemed basic to societal cohesion. The dominant American culture rests on literacy, shared values, common understandings, an appreciation for diverse points of view, respect for tradition. . . . The liberal arts curriculum teaches principles of rationality, language, judgment, criticism, inquiry, disciplined creativity, sensitivity to cultures and the environment, and awareness of history. . . . These disciplinary areas are considered useful for purposes as diverse as training for professions, strengthening the mind, broadening outlooks, and developing better citizens (7).


To put it another way, Empire State College states:

It is College policy that degree programs at the associate level should be designed to help students pursue broad, foundation learnings upon which future studies may be developed, explore several areas of potential interest, develop learnings, in a particular field of study, or acquire those competencies which enhance their overall education. Each student, with guidance from the mentor/advisor, should plan a program that develops his or her abilities in reading, writing, speaking, analysis, and independent study as well as those mathematical or technical skills relevant to his or her program of study. Beyond attention to these necessary academic skills, the program should include a broad foundation of liberal studies.

Students may choose to develop a general associate degree or they may choose to develop a specific concentration. If a concentration is selected, there should be a balance between concentration and general learning. Concentration studies should focus on broad surveys of the discipline and its relationship to other disciplines, general societal issues, themes, professions, etc. In many cases, a general area of study will provide a more appropriate concentration title than a more focused designation (e.g., Community and Human Services instead of Counseling the Aged). The latter could be reserved for deeper and more specialized bachelor degree concentrations. Similarly, it is often wise to reserve some prior learning for the bachelor degree program so as to leave enough room in the associate degree for essential foundation studies which develop skills and interests at the associate level.



Empire State College, as a liberal arts college, does not offer the A.A.S. degree (the associate degree that is the most focused on an occupation or profession). The A.A.S. degree is usually considered a final degree and is not usually used as a "transfer degree" into a bachelor's program. Instead, the college offers the A.A. and the A.S. degrees, as those degrees are expected to include a wider variety of courses to better foster the critical thinking and broad education that characterize an associate degree from a liberal arts college.

