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ABSTRACT
This study examines the predominant challenges faced by transfer students in higher education
and explores strategies for improving institutional transfer practices to better support student
mobility and academic success. As transfer pathways become an increasingly common route
toward degree completion, students frequently encounter barriers that complicate the transition
between institutions. Using a qualitative case study approach, this research investigates the
experiences of transfer students within a higher education institution to better understand the
structural and procedural barriers affecting their transition. Data was collected through an
individual case study and a review of transfer policies and support structures. This approach
allowed for an in-depth examination of how institutional processes influence the experiences
and outcomes of transfer students. Findings reveal that transfer students frequently encounter
three primary challenges: inconsistent academic advising, financial complications related to
transferring, and unclear or restrictive transfer credit articulation agreements. Participants
reported difficulty accessing timely and specialized advising to help them navigate degree
requirements, credit evaluations, and academic planning after transferring. Additionally, many
students experienced unexpected financial burdens due to changes in tuition structures, loss of
scholarships or financial aid eligibility, and extended time to degree completion. Compounding
these issues, unclear credit articulation agreements between institutions often resulted in
previously completed coursework not being fully recognized, forcing students to repeat courses.
The results of this study suggest that institutions can better support transfer students by
implementing more proactive and specialized academic advising models, addressing financial

barriers through clearer financial aid guidance and support, and strengthening transfer credit



articulation agreements between institutions. Improving these areas can reduce uncertainty,
minimize credit loss, and promote more equitable and efficient pathways for students

transferring between higher education institutions.
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articulation agreements
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Think about your college journey: Did you start and end with the same institution, in the
same program? For many college students, the answer is no. Did you encounter challenges along
the way? Were you confused? Was there anyone there to help you along the way? Again, for
many, the answer is no. As of the fall 2022 semester, over 1.2 million students enrolled in higher
education institutions identified as transfer students (National Center for Education Statistics,
2022), yet United States higher education institutions often lack dedicated resources to support
the transfer student population. Despite the prevalence of college students who transfer from one
higher education institution to another, students still face numerous challenges during the
process. Further exacerbating the issues is the lack of standardized policies to govern the transfer
process and support student success. This means that students trying to transfer from one college
or university to another face not only institution-to-institution differences, but state-to-state
differences as well (Giani, 2019).

In United States colleges and universities, the transfer student population has exploded in
recent years. In a report released by the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2024),
institutions saw a 5.3% increase, approximately 63,000 students, in the transfer population for
the fall 2023 semester over the fall 2022 semester. As a result, more colleges and universities are
examining their transfer processes and practices to ensure student success. Whether it is through
the creation of transfer-specific degrees or articulation agreements to ease transferability of
credits, endless time and resources are being devoted to transfer student services and success.
While these services have helped to ease loss of credit for transfer students, students transferring
from one institution to another are still experiencing multiple, and often unnecessary, challenges.

This chapter provides an overview of transfer education, transfer students, and the complications



of transfer education before declaring the study’s research purpose and question, explaining the
significance of the study, and describing the organization of the report.
Transfer Education

The traditional pathway to a college degree began in 1638 in Cambridge, Massachusetts
with the founding of the oldest institution of higher education in America: Harvard University
(Bok, 2013). Over the past three centuries, the higher education landscape has evolved to include
research universities, comprehensive universities, four-year colleges, community colleges, and
for-profit institutions (Bok, 2013). The presence of so many different types of higher education
institutions provide the potential for unique learning pathways and creates endless opportunities
for students to earn college credits whether they be traditional degrees, transfer degrees, or
stackable certificates. This multitude of options has given college-level learners the ability to
create a highly customizable education; however, so many choices also create a high probability
of students transferring from one institution to another, which results in postsecondary credit
from multiple institutions. When a student has earned credits from multiple institutions, it leads
to a prominent need in transfer education: systematic and seamless transfer pathway options so
that transfer students can maximize their earned college credits in the pursuit of a degree.

The number of students transferring between institutions is growing, and transfer policies
are becoming more complex by the day. According to the National Student Clearinghouse
(2013), nearly one-third of college students in the United States move between institutions
during their enrollment (Bautsch, 2013). Each time a student enrolls in a new institution, they
may request evaluation of previously earned college credit to avoid repeating coursework
unnecessarily. The most common way for a student to transfer college credit from one institution

to another is known as upward transfer or transferring credit from a two-year institution to a



four-year institution towards completion of a bachelor’s degree. However, recent years have seen
a rise in lateral transfers or transferring credit from one four-year institution to another four-year
institution, and reverse transfer, or transferring credit from a four-year institution to a two-year
community/junior college (Taylor & Jain, 2017).

While many pathways exist for students to transfer between institutions, perhaps the
more important question is why they transfer. Students transfer from one college to another for a
variety of reasons, often seeking a better fit for their academic, personal, and professional goals.
Some college students find that their current institution does not offer the specific major or
program they have decided to pursue, while others are drawn to schools with stronger reputations
in their chosen field. Financial considerations play a significant role, with students sometimes
transferring to more affordable options or to institutions offering better financial aid packages.
Location is another key factor, as some students prefer to be closer to home or, conversely,
desire to experience a new and different living and learning environment. Social and cultural
aspects of campus life can also prompt transfers if students feel disconnected from the college
community. Additionally, changes in personal circumstances, such as family responsibilities or
health concerns, may necessitate a move to a different college or university. For some, academic
performance leads to transfers, either to more challenging institutions or to schools where
students feel they can better succeed. Ultimately, the decision to transfer from one institution to
another often reflects a student's evolving needs and aspirations as they navigate their higher
education journey. Several sources indicate that this trend will continue during the coming
decade. Fain (2015) noted that the percentage of students transferring between higher education

institutions at least once during a six-year period from 2008 through 2014 increased to 37.2%.



Perhaps an even more surprising statistic is that 53.7% of students who transfer from a four-year
institution ultimately transfer back to a community college to earn a degree (Fain, 2015).

In the past five years, higher education has continued to see growth in the transfer space.
As of 2024, transfer enrollment represents 13.2% of all continuing and returning undergraduates,
up from 12.5% in 2023, which is up 12.3% from fall 2021. These statistics clearly indicate the
number of students earning college credit from multiple institutions continues to represent a
substantial population of degree-seeking students in the United States. The higher education
industry needs to be aware of the challenges transfer students face utilizing their earned college
credit and the impact these challenges have on student degree completion rates. Creation of a
streamlined transfer-of-credit process is needed.

Transfer Students

Of the nation’s 1.2 million college transfer students, many are post-traditional students.
In higher education, post-traditional students are a diverse group of learners who differ from the
traditional undergraduate student profile. According to Soares (2013), post-traditional students
are typically older than 24, do not enroll in college immediately after high school, are financially
independent, often have work and family responsibilities, and may attend college part-time or
with starts and stops in their educational journey. Kasworm (2018) further characterizes post-
traditional students as individuals who bring rich life experiences and complex identities to their
higher education pursuits, often seeking to enhance their careers or pursue personal growth
through academic study. These experiences not only benefit other students, but the entire campus
environment, thus making post-traditional students a vital part of higher education. These
students bring diversity from their past experiences and come with their own set of unique

transfer education complications.



Complications of Transfer Education

Transferring college credits from institution to institution, while offering valuable
pathways for students, presents several complications for transfer students, institutions, and
policymakers. One of the most significant complications is the transfer of credit between
institutions.

Accreditation

One major barrier to transferability of credit is the type of accreditation the institution
possesses when the student earned their credits. Prior to September 2020, regional and national
accreditation were the two primary types of institutional accreditation in the United States. While
both aimed to ensure educational quality, they had distinct characteristics and were generally
viewed differently by the academic community and employers.

Regional accreditation was typically granted to public and private, non-profit, degree-
granting colleges and universities. According to Eaton (2012), "Regional accreditation is the
'gold standard' of institutional accreditation and is awarded to nearly all of the country's most
prestigious public and private institutions" (p. 10). Because college credit from regionally
accredited institutions was generally considered more prestigious and rigorous than national
accreditation (Ledwith, 2014; Rawlings, 2019), credits and degrees from regionally accredited
institutions are more widely accepted for transfer and recognized by other institutions (Gillen et
al., 2010). National accreditation is often associated with for-profit, career-focused, and technical
institutions (Eaton, 2012; Kreighbaum, 2019; Ledwith, 2014) but often creates challenges for
students wishing to transfer college credit to more traditional institutions. Credits from nationally
accredited institutions may be less likely to be accepted in transfer to regionally accredited

institutions (Gillen et al., 2010).



Regionally accredited institutions generally do not accept college credits from nationally
accredited schools, while nationally accredited schools typically accept credits from both types
of institutions (Ledwith, 2014). According to Eaton and Conger (2015), the distinction stems
from the different historical paths of these accreditation systems, with regional accreditation
emerging from traditional academic institutions while national accreditation developed later to
evaluate specialized and vocational programs. The Council for Higher Education Accreditation
[CHEA] (2020) reports that regionally accredited institutions typically maintain more stringent
faculty qualification requirements and comprehensive curriculum standards. This disparity in
academic rigor creates a significant barrier to credit transfer, as regionally accredited schools
often question the equivalency of coursework completed at nationally accredited institutions.

Regional accreditation focuses on academic and educational quality across a broad
spectrum of subjects, while national accreditation often emphasizes career preparation and
vocational outcomes (Eaton, 2012). Regional accreditation is primarily associated with non-
profit and public institutions, while national accreditation is more common among for-profit and
vocational schools (Kreighbaum, 2019). Degrees from regionally accredited institutions are
generally more widely recognized by employers, especially for positions requiring higher
education degrees (Gillen et al., 2010).

Institutional Challenges

In addition to the barrier of transferability of credit based on an institution’s regional or
national accreditation, institutional challenges, including financial aid regulations, articulation
agreements, and transfer students’ differing needs further add to the complications of transfer
education.

Financial Aid Regulations



Transfer students often face unique financial aid challenges. Goldrick-Rab (2006) notes
that some scholarships and grants may not transfer between institutions, and students may reach
lifetime loan limits if their time to degree completion is extended due to transferring from one
institution to another. Transfer students may also face additional challenges qualifying for
financial aid if the timing of their transfer creates overlapping student loan eligibility periods.
Overlapping loan periods occur when the academic year tied to a student’s new program or new
school begins before the academic year associated with a previous Direct Loan has ended. When
this happens, the student’s annual federal loan limit must be prorated or adjusted because federal
loan limits apply to a full academic year, not to each institution separately (U.S. Department of
Education, 2024). While this issue can be rectified to restore eligibility, it is time-consuming and
often confusing for the student.

Articulation Agreements

Another challenge to transferability of credit is that state policies often do not align,
creating confusion and barriers for transferring students. The variation in state educational
policies across the U.S. creates significant barriers for students transferring college credits
between institutions. Each state often has its own curriculum standards, credit hour requirements,
and general education frameworks, which can result in mismatches when students move across
state lines. For instance, a course that fulfills a general education requirement in one state might
not meet the criteria in another, forcing students to retake similar courses. Additionally, states
may have differed accreditation standards or articulation agreements, meaning credits earned at
one institution may not be recognized or accepted in full at another, delaying students' academic

progress.



Moreover, the lack of standardized credit transfer policies can lead to confusion and
additional costs for students. Navigating the complex web of transfer requirements often
demands time-consuming research and communication between institutions. Some states have
implemented statewide transfer agreements or common course numbering systems to ease this
process, but these measures are not universally adopted. As a result, students may accumulate
excess credits that do not count toward their degree, increasing both their financial burden and
time to graduation. This inconsistency can disproportionately affect non-traditional students or
those from lower-income backgrounds, limiting their ability to pursue higher education
opportunities seamlessly across state lines.

While articulation agreements between institutions aim to smooth the transfer process,
they can also create complications. Taylor et al. (2013) note that these agreements can be
complex, difficult to navigate, and may not cover all possible transfer scenarios. Monaghan and
Attewell (2015) found that college students lose an average of 13 credits when they transfer from
one higher education institution to another, which can significantly delay graduation and increase
the overall cost of transfer students’ college education. Credit loss can occur due to courses not
being accepted by the receiving institution, credits being accepted as electives rather than
counting towards major requirements, and differences in course numbering systems between
institutions. While articulation agreements provide some relief, they do not single-handedly
resolve transfer students’ needs.

Transfer Students’ Differing Needs

Differences in institutional culture, academic expectations, and support services between

institutions can also create difficulties for transferring students. Townsend and Wilson (2006)

found that transfer students often struggle to adapt to the academic and social environment of



their new institution, leading to a phenomenon known as transfer shock. Hills (1965) first
described transfer shock, which refers to the common temporary dip in academic performance
many students experience after transferring from one college or university to another. Transfer
shock can be due to adjusting to new academic standards, campus culture, and social
environments.

Transfer students are a diverse group with varying needs. Laanan et al. (2010) highlights
traditional upward transfer students (i.e., students transferring from a two-year to a four-year
institution), reverse transfer students (i.e., students transferring from a four-year to a two-year
institution), and swirling transfer students (i.e., students who have transferred between multiple
institutions) likely require a variety of support services such as dedicated academic advising,
student life integration activities, and specialized activities geared towards transfer students.

Poor academic advising can lead to course selections that may cause unnecessary credit
loss in the future. For example, a student enrolled at a two-year institution, who knows they want
to transfer to a four-year institution to study business, should be advised to review degree
requirements at the four-year institutions to aid in determining specific general education or
elective courses they should focus on at the two-year institution to maximize credit usage. A
specialized transfer student academic advisor who has knowledge of this process can counsel
students on how to interpret curriculum and make the appropriate course selections.

Transfer students may also face stigma or struggle to integrate into their new institution.
Tobolowsky and Cox (2012) found that some institutions inadvertently marginalize transfer
students through policies and practices designed primarily for first-time freshmen. For example,
most colleges and universities hold events for students on campus; events such as orientation,

speaker series, mixers, and student organizations. However, these events are often held during
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the week, in the daytime and cater to the more traditional, resident student. These limited
meeting schedules can pose attendance challenges for transfer students, who may be commuter
students, working full-time, or only taking evening classes making attendance at events difficult,
if not impossible. This lack of flexibility can exacerbate the issue of transfer students trying to
ingratiate themselves into their new institution. Additionally, in the study by Tobolowsky and
Cox (2012), during an interview with registrar staff, research participants reported multiple
issues with managing transfer student expectations around institutional policies. Students had
difficulty understanding why policies varied from institution to institution and they were not
prepared for the changes they faced.

These unique needs of transfer students highlight the need for continued research, policy
refinement, and institutional practices that better support transfer students throughout their
educational journey.

With financial challenges and complexity of the transfer process, the primary barriers to
college completion, many states and institutional systems have designed transfer policies for
implementation but what difference have these made? Despite transfer credit policies and
procedures currently in place, almost half of all community college students who transfer to a
public university experience credit loss. When credits are transferred, some may be applied as
electives, not applicable to the degree requirements of the program, resulting in wasted credits
and potentially increasing the student’s time to completion.

Researcher Experiences and Assumptions

My assumptions for this study are, in part, drawn from my personal experience as both a

learner who went through the transfer process from a community college to a four-year

institution and serving over 20 years in higher education as a university registrar. I graduated
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from a small community college in rural New Hampshire and investigated completing my
baccalaureate degree at a state university in Missouri. While my institution indicated they
welcomed transfer students, I was not granted credit for all my previous academic work. In fact,
I was told I would have to repeat several math courses because they were not taught at the
university level. I questioned the differences in content between my previous community college
and my new university. The textbook for the statistics course was the same, but I was told it
made no difference; it was simply “institutional policy” that students take all math classes at the
new university.

I never intended to work in higher education. I was studying to be an accountant and
came into the field of higher education purely by chance. I first began my career in higher
education working as an admissions advisor and was assigned to work specifically with
bachelor’s degree completion students, which meant they were all coming with transcripts from
previously completed coursework, many of them from multiple institutions. This was when |
first got to see the transfer student experience from the institution’s side and all the barriers, both
intentional and unintentional, that were hindering students’ ability to complete their degrees,
namely the transfer credit evaluation and acceptance policies. I quickly realized the issues I had
experienced as a transfer student in my search for a baccalaureate institution were not unique to
that school.

Early in my career, as an admissions advisor, part of my responsibility was to do a
preliminary evaluation of students’ transcripts and provide recommendations to the department
chairs on what should be accepted in transfer. Often, I would face resistance to my suggestions
from faculty, largely based on archaic viewpoints of what makes coursework from a certain type

of institution acceptable, including degree level at which the course was taken (i.e., freshman
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versus sophomore), institutional accreditation (i.e., regional versus national), and type of
institution (i.e., community college versus university).

Twenty-three years later, | am now a university registrar and continue to see students face
the same challenges with transfer credit evaluation. My office oversees previous credit
evaluations for both graduate and undergraduate students as well as responsibility for routinely
evaluating and updating the transfer credit policies for the institution. The biggest barrier
students were facing at my institution was having previously attended an institution that was
nationally accredited and denied any transfer credit because my institution was regionally
accredited. In a direct relation to the Department of Education’s decision to remove the
regional/national designator and move to institutionally accredited, I was able to successfully
implement an institutional policy change that we now allow requests for transfer credit
evaluation on any post-secondary credit attempts from a previous institution if recognized
accreditation was in place at the time the degree was earned.

Based on these first-hand experiences as a transfer student, admissions advisor, and
university registrar, my first assumption as a researcher is that multiple issues exist within the
higher education system as it pertains to transfer students. The literature cited in this chapter,
paired with increased discussion and focus in higher education around transfer student success
and degree completion in recent years provides evidence that this assumption is valid. My
second assumption is that many students who transfer between institutions experience at least
one barrier during their transfer process. These barriers can be related to transferring credit,
obtaining comprehensive academic advising, or acclimating to their new institutional

environment. Literature supports these to be the three most common barriers experienced by
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transferring students and the areas that administrators should focus on for institutional
improvement.

I am aware of the potential for bias when a study is conducted by an individual who has a
personal connection to the topic, but my desire to aid in the creation of new transfer policies and
regulations, paired with the study’s sound research design, will ensure that I am able to carry out
this study with integrity.

Research Purpose and Questions

The purposes of this study are to identify the challenges transfer students face when
attempting to transfer between institutions and to explore how these challenges can be mitigated
by the improvement of common transfer practices.

Research Questions
1. What are the most predominant challenges transfer students in higher education
face when attempting to transfer between institutions?
2. How can transfer practices be improved to mitigate the challenges transfer
students face?
Significance of Study

This study will be particularly relevant given the increasing prevalence of student
transfers from one higher education institution to another in the United States and the myriad of
complexities involved in the transfer process. The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated changes
in higher education, including increased online learning and non-traditional pathways. As
Gallagher and Palmer (2020) noted, these changes may lead to more fluid movement between

institutions and types of learning experiences. This study of transfer student experiences is timely
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in addressing how these higher education transfer credit policies can adapt to the evolving higher
education landscape.

The landscape of higher education is evolving, and institutions are in constant motion to
find ways to increase their enrollment, retention, and graduation rates. This study will be
significant in its potential to improve student outcomes, enhance institutional effectiveness,
inform policy decisions, and address equity issues in higher education. Such research could play
a crucial role in shaping a more efficient, equitable, and responsive higher education system.
Student Success and Degree Completion

The findings of this study will be useful to transfer students themselves. Transfer credit
policies directly impact students' time-to-degree and likelihood of completion. Monaghan and
Attewell (2015) found that students who were able to transfer most or all their college credits
were much more likely to complete their bachelor's degree compared to those who lost credits in
the transfer process. This study will provide insights into how transfer policies affect transfer
student outcomes, potentially leading to improvements that enhance degree completion rates.
Equity and Access

Transfer pathways are particularly important for underrepresented and non-traditional
students. Baker (2016) found that community colleges play a crucial role in providing access to
higher education for minority and low-income students. A thorough exploration of current
transfer policies could reveal whether these policies are equitably serving all student populations
or if they inadvertently create barriers for certain groups.

Economic Implications
The findings of this study will also be useful to higher education institutions, and public

perception of the higher education system. The effectiveness of transfer credit policies has
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significant economic implications for students and institutions. As noted by Belfield et al.
(2017), credit loss during transfer can lead to increased costs for students in terms of tuition and
delayed entry into the workforce. Higher tuition costs for students may lead to less disposable
income funneling into the economy as students face tough choices between paying for tuition or
purchasing a large ticket item such as a new car or a new home. A longer time to degree
completion, resulting in delayed entry into the workforce will likely further impact the economy
for similar reasons. A comprehensive study could quantify these economic impacts and provide a
cost-benefit analysis of different transfer credit policies.
Policy Development

At a broader level, this study will inform state and national policy decisions. As Taylor
and Jain (2017) pointed out, despite the prevalence of transferring college credit from one
institution to another, many policies and practices fail to adequately support transfer students.
Evidence-based research on the effectiveness of various transfer credit policies could guide
policymakers in creating more coherent and supportive transfer systems.
Institutional Benefits

The findings of this study will be useful to individual higher education institutions.
Exploring current transfer credit policies will help identify gaps in service to the transfer student
population and may provide potential ways to streamline operations to improve the institution’s
financial health.
Institutional Effectiveness

From an institutional perspective, effective transfer credit policies can impact enrollment,
retention, and graduation rates. Handel and Williams (2012) argued that institutions that

effectively serve transfer students can gain a competitive advantage. This study will provide an
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exploration of transfer policies, and an overview of the transfer process through the student lens.
Institutions may be able to use this information to improve their transfer student experience.
Organization of the Research Report

This chapter provided an overview of transfer education, transfer students, and the
complications of transfer education before declaring the study’s research purpose and question,
explaining the significance of the study, and describing the organization of the report. Chapter 2
will present an in-depth review of the literature related to transfer education, current challenges,
popular models of transfer pathways, and several of the key organizations dedicated to providing
equity and supporting student success in transfer education. Chapter 3 will cover the research
methodology for this study, Chapter 4 will discuss the research project findings and Chapter 5

will provide a final overall review and present any relevant conclusions.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction

Students who earn college credits but never finish a degree often represent a failure of
the higher education system to adequately prepare and support them to be successful in their
educational journey. This not only negatively impacts students, but poor degree completion
rates can cost institutions funding, accreditation, and poor publicity (Gill & Harrison, 2018).
Improving degree completion rates provides benefits to students, institutions, and the economy,
but where to begin?

In the United States, students who transfer between institutions in higher education
during the pursuit of their degree number over one million (National Student Clearinghouse
Research Center, 2024). However, transfer students are often neglected with a lack of support
services and proper advising to address their unique needs and support degree completion goals.
Additionally, as the number of students who transferred during their degree-seeking journey,
never finished, and are now returning to complete their degrees rises, supporting this population
with their unique needs and challenges has become more important than ever before. This
chapter provides an overview of transfer education, transfer student characteristics, different
types of transfer, common transfer barriers students face, and a review of current transfer
pathways, college completion initiatives, and relevant transfer education theories.

Many students earn college credits but fail to complete their degrees, highlighting
shortcomings in higher education support systems. This not only harms students but also
negatively impacts institutions through lost funding, accreditation risks, and poor publicity. In
the U.S., over one million students transfer between institutions each year, yet they often lack

proper advising and support services. Additionally, as more former students return to complete
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their degrees, addressing their unique challenges has become increasingly important for
improving degree completion rates and benefiting students, institutions, and the economy.
Overview of Transfer Education

Transfer education refers to the process of students moving from one educational
institution to another, typically from a community college to a four-year institution, to complete
a bachelor's degree. This pathway provides a cost-effective and flexible option for students who
may start their higher education at a more affordable institution before transitioning to a
university. Transfer education involves careful academic planning to ensure that credits earned at
the initial institution are accepted by the receiving institution, minimizing loss of coursework and
time. Many colleges and universities have articulation agreements to streamline the transfer
process, making it easier for students to achieve their academic and career goals.
History of Transfer Education

The history of transfer credit in American higher education is deeply intertwined with the
evolution of the nation's postsecondary system and its increasing complexity over time. In the
early 19th century, when higher education consisted primarily of private liberal arts colleges with
relatively standardized classical curricula, the concept of transfer credit was largely unnecessary.
The modern transfer credit system began taking shape in the late 1800s with the emergence of
land-grant institutions and the gradual standardization of the credit hour system (Bragg, 2017).

The credit hour, or "Carnegie Unit," introduced in the early 1900s, provided the first
standardized measure for academic work and created a foundation for transfer credit evaluation
(McMillian & Barber, 2020). This development coincided with the rapid expansion of public
higher education and the establishment of junior colleges in the early 20th century. The GI Bill

following World War II marked a crucial turning point, as millions of veterans entered higher
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education, often beginning at two-year institutions before transferring to four-year universities
(Zimmerman, 2023). This mass movement of students highlighted the need for more systematic
approaches to credit transfer.

The 1960s and 1970s saw significant developments in transfer policy with the growth of
state-level articulation agreements and the establishment of more formalized transfer pathways.
California's Master Plan for Higher Education in 1960 became a model for other states,
establishing clear transfer routes between community colleges and four-year institutions (Wilbers
& Brankovic, 2023). During this period, regional accreditation bodies began taking a more active
role in transfer credit policies, while state systems started developing common course numbering
systems and guaranteed transfer protocols.

The advent of online education and for-profit institutions in the 1990s and 2000s further
complicated the transfer landscape, introducing new challenges in credit evaluation and
recognition. Contemporary issues include the rise of competency-based education, prior learning
assessment, and the need to recognize international credits, all of which have pushed institutions
to reconsider traditional approaches to transfer credit evaluation. Recent years have seen
increased attention to transfer credit barriers as a social justice issue, particularly as data has
revealed the disproportionate impact of credit loss on underrepresented and low-income students
(Bragg, 2017).

Characteristics of Transfer Students

Transfer students in higher education represent a diverse group but these students have
some common characteristics. Transfer students tend to be older than traditional students, with
an average age of 26-28 years old (Townsend, 2008). They are more likely to be first-generation

college students and come from underrepresented minority groups (Wang, 2009). Approximately
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80% of students who first enroll at a community college intend to vertically transfer to a four-
year research university or liberal arts college (Horn & Skomsvold, 2011). However, transfer
students may also transfer laterally from four-year institution to four-year institution or return to
postsecondary education in pursuit of their degree after having taken a break in enrollment.

Transfer students are more likely to come from disadvantaged backgrounds and often
work part-time or full-time while studying (Dougherty & Kienzl, 2006). They may have more
financial responsibilities, including supporting families. A recent study found that while transfers
are on the rise overall, they are increasing at a higher rate for disadvantaged groups particularly
Black and Hispanic, low-income, and rural students (Weissman, 2024). The number of Black
students who transferred rose 7.8% from fall 2022 to fall 2023 while transfer among Hispanic
students increased 5% (Weissman, 2024). Further supporting the pressures transfer students from
disadvantaged backgrounds face is the staggering increase of 11.8% in transfer for learners aged
40 or older (Weissman, 2024).

Research suggests that transfer students often experience a temporary dip in grades
during their first semester at their new institution while they struggle to integrate into campus life
and culture. However, many recover and perform comparably to native students in subsequent
semesters (Diaz, 1992; Claussen & Wessel, 2015). Transfer students typically take longer to
complete their degrees, often due to credit transfer issues or the need to balance work and study
(Shapiro et al., 2013) and they report lower levels of engagement in extracurricular activities
compared to native students (Townsend & Wilson, 2006).

Despite facing various challenges, transfer students often demonstrate high levels of
motivation and resilience in pursuing their educational goals (Laanan, 2001). Transfer students

tend to be more career-focused and may choose majors that align closely with their professional
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goals (Allen et al., 2014). One study by Wang (2016) used a transfer model based on the science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics career fields to create a foundation for the role of self-
efficacy in the transfer process. Wang’s model was developed based on Social Cognitive Career
Theory (SCCT) (Lent et al., 1994, 2000) and connects student goals with their career choices
(Buenaflor, 2023).
Institutional Types

Higher education in the United States encompasses a diverse ecosystem of institutions,
each serving distinct missions and student populations while contributing uniquely to the nation's
educational landscape. From community colleges and technical schools to liberal arts colleges
and four-year universities, these institutions form an interconnected network that provides
various pathways for learning, career preparation, and scholarly advancement. While they are
vastly different, there is a critical need for institutions of all types to work together to foster a
sense of collaboration regarding student mobility between institutions.
Research Universities

Research universities represent the pinnacle of academic scholarship and discovery in
higher education, serving as centers for both knowledge creation and dissemination. The modern
research university structure emerged from the German Humboldtian model of the early 19th
century, which emphasized the integration of teaching and research (Anderson & Miller, 2022).
In the United States, research universities are primarily classified through the Carnegie
Classification system, with R1 institutions ("Doctoral Universities - Very High Research
Activity") representing the highest level of research productivity and doctoral program diversity

(Carnegie Foundation, 2021).



22

These institutions are characterized by several distinctive features. First, they maintain
substantial research infrastructure, including specialized laboratories, research centers, and
libraries. Second, they employ faculty who actively engage in both teaching and research, with
many securing significant external funding through grants and contracts. Third, they offer a wide
range of doctoral programs, producing the next generation of researchers and scholars (Zhang &
Thompson, 2023).

Research universities play a crucial role in driving innovation and economic
development. Through technology transfer offices, they facilitate the commercialization of
research findings and foster partnerships with industry. According to recent studies, research
universities contributed approximately $700 billion to the U.S. economy in 2022, through direct
spending, research commercialization, and workforce development (Roberts & Chen, 2023).

However, these institutions also face significant challenges. Declining state funding for
public research universities has led to increased reliance on tuition revenue and private
partnerships. Additionally, there are growing concerns about maintaining a balance between
research productivity and teaching quality, particularly at the undergraduate level (Wilson &
Park, 2023). The COVID-19 pandemic further complicated these challenges, forcing institutions
to adapt their research operations and teaching modalities while managing reduced revenues.
Technical Schools

Technical colleges, also known as technical and vocational schools or career colleges,
serve as essential institutions in the higher education landscape by providing specialized, career-
focused education and training. These institutions differ from traditional four-year colleges by
emphasizing hands-on learning experiences and industry-aligned curricula that prepare students

for specific occupations or trades (Rodriguez & Smith, 2023). According to recent studies,
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technical colleges have become increasingly important in addressing workforce demands, with
graduates experiencing high employment rates and strong returns on educational investment,
particularly in fields such as healthcare, advanced manufacturing, and information technology
(Thompson et al., 2022). The educational model typically features shorter program lengths,
ranging from certificates to associate degrees, with curricula developed in close consultation
with industry partners to ensure alignment with current workplace needs (Harris & Chen, 2021).
Research indicates that technical colleges play a crucial role in economic mobility, with data
showing that graduates often secure middle-skill positions that offer competitive wages without
requiring the time and financial investment of a traditional four-year degree (Wilson & Park,
2023).
Non-Research Colleges and Universities

Non-research colleges and universities represent a distinct model in higher education,
characterized by a strong commitment to undergraduate education and holistic intellectual
development. These institutions typically maintain small class sizes and low student-to-faculty
ratios, fostering close mentoring relationships between professors and students (Baker &
Thompson, 2022). Unlike research universities, non-research colleges and universities prioritize
teaching over research, though faculty do still engage in research activities, often directly
involving undergraduate students in the research process (Martinez & Chen, 2023). The
curriculum at non-research colleges and universities emphasizes a wide breadth of knowledge
across humanities, sciences, and social sciences, while developing critical thinking, written
communication, and analytical skills that prepare graduates for diverse career paths and graduate
study. Recent research has highlighted the effectiveness of this educational model, with non-

research college and university graduates showing higher rates of graduate school enrollment and
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reporting greater satisfaction with their undergraduate experience compared to peers at other
institutions (Wilson et al., 2021). Students engaging in vertical transfer often choose transfer to
this type of institution due to the wide program offerings and strong student focus. As a result,
many of the available transfer pathways are designed to work with these types of institutions.
Community Colleges

Community colleges, often serving as regional access points to higher education, focus
on associate degrees, workforce development, and transfer preparation. These two-year,
primarily nonprofit institutions offer certificates, diplomas, and associate degrees, often heavy in
programs that prepare students to enter the workforce immediately upon graduation. According
to the American Association of Community Colleges (2020), these institutions enroll
approximately 46% of the undergraduate population. Community colleges are known for
educating the disadvantaged and underrepresented populations including those identified as first-
generation, low-income, or Hispanic. Since the early 1900’s when the first community college
was founded, these institutions were historically designed to serve as an enrollment funnel to
baccalaureate awarding institutions (Bragg, 2017). Community colleges are open-access
institutions, accepting applicants regardless of previous educational performance. They
traditionally offer three main associate degree designations: Associate of Applied Science
(A.A.S.), Associate of Arts (A.A.), and Associate of Science (A.S.). The A.A.S. degree is
considered a non-transfer degree and is widely accepted as labor-focused (preparing graduates to
directly enter the workforce) while the A.A. and A.S. are designed to maximize transfer credit for
those students who wish to transfer to a four-year university (Umbach, et al., 2019; Townsend,

2001). This overview of institutional types provides support to the viewpoint that transfer
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students come from every type of institution, often move between multiple types of institutions,
but experience the same challenges across the landscape.
Overview of Transfer Types
Numerous pathways exist for students desiring to transfer between higher education

institutions, whether they are transferring from a community college to a non-research

college/university, a research university to a liberal arts institution, or a technical college to a

community college. Understanding the difference between these options, and knowing how to

navigate the challenges, is critical to student success and degree completion.

Vertical Transfer

Vertical transfer is widely accepted as the most common type of transfer pathway and

describes student movement from a two-year institution to a four-year institution (Taylor & Jain,
2017) such as Pasadena City College to Loyola Marymount University. Vertical transfer, or
upward transfer, is most often seen when a community college student transfers to a research
university, liberal arts college, or other four-year institution either before or after completion of a
two-year degree. Vertical transfer allows students the chance to begin their studies at a
community college or trade school, possibly due to admission challenges at a more selective
four-year institution or simply to save money; then transfer some or all their earned credits to
continue in pursuit of a bachelor’s degree (Taylor & Jain, 2017). One of the most common
challenges experienced during any model of transfer is the loss of earned credit. For example,
unless an articulation agreement or memorandum of understanding is present between the
current and anticipated institutions, there is no guarantee that all the credits a student earned will
be accepted into the new program (Community College Research Center, 2015). I had

experience with this as a new community college graduate when I was applying to universities
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to complete my bachelor’s degree. Time and again, I experienced disappointment during the
admissions process when I was denied transfer credit due to the lack of an articulation
agreement. Even though I had an earned associate’s degree from an accredited community
college, colleges were still denying that some of my credits would be valid as they were not
taught by “their faculty”. This type of thinking is still prevalent in higher education and
something I battle against routinely in my work as a university registrar who oversees the
transfer credit evaluation process.
Lateral Transfer

Lateral transfer describes students’ movement between like institutions (Taylor & Jain,
2017). For example, a student who transfers from St. Louis Community College to St. Charles
Community College would be considered a lateral transfer as both institutions are identified as
community colleges. Lateral transfer is common for students who simply wish to transfer
academic programs while in pursuit of the same degree such as a student who wishes to transfer
from a psychology program to a business program, but both being bachelor’s degrees. A
predominant challenge for lateral transfer students is the lack of feeling connected to their new
institution. Where vertical transfer students usually enter their new institution with a like group
of individuals, lateral transfer students are plunged into a new environment, at any given point in
a program, sometimes without the benefit of orientation to the institution (Miller, 2013).
Reverse Transfer

Reverse transfer represents an innovative pathway in higher education that allows

students who have transferred from a community college to a four-year institution to
receive their associate degree retroactively (Odle & Russell, 2023). This process enables

students to be awarded an associate degree by combining credits from their current four-
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year institution with their previous community college coursework, even after they've
transferred. The reverse transfer initiative emerged as a response to the recognition that
many transfer students leave community colleges just shy of completing their associate
degree, and that having that associate degree conferred can serve as both a valuable
milestone and a safety net if their bachelor's degree pursuit is interrupted.
The implementation of reverse transfer has gained momentum since the early 2010s,
supported by state legislation, institutional partnerships, and national initiatives like
Degrees When Due (IHEP, n.d.). These programs typically involve data sharing
agreements between two-year and four-year institutions, automated degree audit systems,
and streamlined processes for credit evaluation. Despite its potential benefits, reverse
transfer faces several implementation challenges, including the need for robust technology
systems, clear communication channels between institutions, and processes to obtain
student consent for data sharing. However, the practice has shown promise in increasing
degree completion rates and providing students with tangible credentials that can benefit
their employment prospects, even as they continue pursuing higher degrees.
Transfer Swirling
Transfer swirling, a phenomenon increasingly prevalent in higher education, refers to the
complex movement of students between academic institutions, particularly community colleges
and four-year universities. Research by Monaghan and Attewell (2015) revealed that
approximately 38% of students who begin their postsecondary education at community colleges
successfully transfer to four-year institutions, with significant variations across socioeconomic
and demographic groups. These transfer patterns demonstrate intricate dynamics of student

mobility, influenced by factors such as institutional articulation agreements, financial constraints,
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and individual academic goals. The complexity of transfer swirling underscores the importance
of comprehensive institutional strategies that support seamless academic transitions and
minimize barriers to student success in higher education, including transfer credit loss.

This section highlighted the multiple pathways for students to transfer between higher
education institutions, including vertical, lateral, and reverse transfer as well as multiple transfers
known as transfer swirling. The complex movements of students between institutions, and
demonstrated barriers, emphasize the need for better support systems to improve degree
completion rates and reduce credit loss.

Barriers to Transfer

Transfer students often face a complex web of challenges that can significantly impede
their path to degree completion. One of the most substantial barriers is the loss of credit during
the transfer process, where coursework from their previous institution may not align perfectly
with their new university's requirements or may be deemed ineligible for transfer (CCRC, 2015).
This credit loss can require students to retake similar courses, extending their time to graduation
and increasing their financial burden. Additionally, transfer students frequently encounter
confusing articulation agreements and unclear academic pathways, making it difficult to
determine which courses they need to take to fulfill degree requirements at their new institution.

The social and institutional integration challenges that transfer students face can be
equally daunting. Many transfer students report feeling disconnected from their new campus
community, as they miss out on the traditional first-year experience that helps students build
social networks and understand institutional resources (Claussen & Wessel, 2015). They often
enter their new institution with fewer established peer relationships and less familiarity with

campus support services, which can lead to feelings of isolation and reduced academic
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engagement. This lack of integration is compounded by the fact that many transfer students
balance their studies with work and family responsibilities, limiting their ability to participate in
campus activities or access academic support services during traditional hours.

Today’s college students often accumulate credits from more than one institution prior to
completion of a degree (Taylor & Jain, 2017). As they move between schools, they want to bring
these earned credits with them. The ability to transfer credits between institutions prevents
students from having to repeat the same subject area content, saves on costs and expenses, and
accelerates time to degree completion.

Transfer Shock

Transferring schools, while perhaps in the students’ best interest, can cause a phenomenon
known as transfer shock (Manz, 2015). Transfer shock refers to the cultural shock a student can
experience when transitioning from one institution to another. Transfer shock occurs when
students are immersed in an unfamiliar environment, with new faculty and classmates, unfamiliar
policies, and confusing support services. One study found that while 80% of community college
students intend to earn a bachelor’s degree, only 17% achieve that goal within six years of
transferring to a four-year institution (CCRC, 2015) and transfer shock is likely a direct cause.
Manz (2015) noted that transfer shock is most common in the shift from a community college to
a four-year institution.

Transfer shock can appear in many forms including academic struggles, loss of interest in
socialization, and frustration or anger (Manz, 2015). Common issues transfer shock students talk
about are difficulty obtaining help due to long wait times for services, lack of individual attention
they were used to at the community college, and dealing with larger crowds on campus (Manz,

2015). While there are numerous reasons for students to withdraw, those that struggle
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academically are at the highest risk of dropping out (Clausen & Wessel, 2015). Ensuring there
are dedicated services to transfer students, workshops, or orientations to aid in the transition, and
acknowledging transfer shock to the students are critical components of a successful transition
for the student (Manz, 2015). I have worked at several institutions with high numbers of transfer
students and their needs varied widely making it challenging to create support programs that
would support the widest number of students, most cost-effectively.
Differences in Accreditation

Accreditation exists in higher education to ensure quality in curriculum and program
development and continuous improvement in educational programs and institutional
effectiveness (Eaton, 2015). The process to become an accredited institution is completely
voluntary, yet accreditation is considered an industry standard of quality and is required if a
college or university wants to award federal financial aid to eligible, enrolled students. The
application process for accreditation typically includes reviews of the institution’s financial
statements, organizational structure, student satisfaction evaluations, and faculty credentials as
well as in-person assessments by teams of specialized evaluators.

Prior to 2020, institutional accreditors were separated into two categories, regional and
national, with regional accreditation widely accepted as the superior accreditation option. The
differences between the two accreditor groupings often led to challenges transferring credits
between institutions. In 2020, the United States Department of Education made the decision to
dissolve the two categories and refer to both regional and national accrediting agencies as
institutional accreditors (Reed, 2020). While no independent studies yet exist on the actual
outcomes of this action, the change has the potential to have an enormously positive impact on

transfer students by removing one barrier to the transferability of credits between institutions
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with differing accreditors. In 2021, the American Association of Collegiate Registrars &
Admissions Officers (AACRAO), the Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA), and
the American Council on Education (ACE) released a joint statement strongly encouraging
institutions to look beyond an institution’s simple accreditation status when evaluating a
student’s record for potential transfer credit (American Association of Collegiate Registrars &
Admissions Officers, the Council for Higher Education Accreditation, and the American Council
on Education, 2021).
Transfer Student Support

Because transfer students often come from socioeconomic and academically
disadvantaged backgrounds and historically underrepresented groups including first-generation
and rural students (Umbach, et al., 2019), the availability of student support services is crucial to
transfer student success and degree completion. Individualized support often comes in the form
of detailed academic advising (Allen et al., 2013). Learning time management and problem-
solving skills while enrolled at a community college also has a positive impact on how students
perform at the bachelor’s level (Umbach, et al., 2019).
Academic Advising

Quality academic advising provides students with a guide to help them navigate through
their enrollment and is critical to the success of community college students who intend to
transfer to another higher education institution (Allen et al., 2013). The academic advising
function serves as counsel to students on what they need to do to achieve their goals. For transfer
students whose goal is to transfer to a four-year college and earn their bachelor’s degree, one of
the most critical pieces is to focus on creating a course of study that will maximize the number of

transfer credits (Allen et al., 2013; Hayes, Lindeman, & Lukszo, 2020). Many degree programs
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allow students to select courses from a list of options to fulfill their requirements. While all
choices may satisfy the associate degree criteria, not all may be applicable at the bachelor’s
level, and some transfer programs may require specific courses. For instance, a student may need
three science credits for their associate degree and choose life science, but their intended
bachelor’s program requires anatomy and physiology. In this case, the life science course, though
counted toward their associate degree, may not transfer as needed. Students unfamiliar with
college curriculum structures, course numbering, and institutional requirements may not realize
that their course selections can significantly impact their future credit transferability.

While academic advising is a critical component of student success, many institutions
lack the financial resources to adequately staff advising departments and support their students
(Hayes, Lindeman, & Lukszo, 2020). The lack of advising services not only hinders the student’s
degree planning, but a study by Hayes, Lindeman & Luksco (2020) demonstrates that advisors
also play a crucial role in helping students develop self-efficacy skills that play a substantial role
in their future educational success.

Transfer students face numerous challenges that can hinder their academic progress,
including credit loss, unclear academic pathways, and difficulties integrating into their new
institution. Many students lose credit during the transfer process when their previous coursework
does not align with their new institution's requirements, leading to additional coursework,
delayed graduation, and increased financial burdens. Additionally, transfer students often
struggle with articulation agreements and institutional differences, making it difficult to
determine which courses will transfer effectively. Beyond academics, many transfer students
experience "transfer shock," a phenomenon where they face academic struggles, social isolation,

and frustration due to the unfamiliar environment, larger class sizes, and limited access to
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support services. Differences in accreditation have historically created barriers to credit transfer,
but recent policy changes aim to improve credit acceptance between institutions. Given that
many transfer students come from underserved backgrounds, access to strong academic advising,
and institutional support is crucial. Effective advising helps students navigate course selection
and degree planning, ensuring they maximize transferable credits and develop the skills needed
for success. However, financial constraints at many institutions limit the availability of advising
services, leaving students to navigate the complex transfer process on their own. Addressing
these challenges through dedicated transfer support programs, improved articulation agreements,
and enhanced advising can significantly improve transfer student success and degree completion
rates.
Transfer Pathways

Over the past decade, transfer students have gained the attention of higher education
administrators and policymakers (Clausen & Wessel, 2015). The lack of resources and support
available to transfer students is an issue that permeates throughout higher education. Students
today are mobile, often earning college credit at multiple institutions without completing a
degree. Each year, millions of students begin their education at a community college with
roughly 70% indicating the intention to eventually earn a bachelor’s degree (Hodara et al., 2017).
The data, however, shows that only approximately 10% of those students go on to realize that
goal (Hodara, et al., 2017). These students end up with a mixture of credits, a mountain of debt,
and nothing to reflect the knowledge they have acquired. In an effort to combat barriers to
student completion related to transfer credit, institutions are developing tools to create a more

seamless transition for students. The increased focus on student success and completion forced
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administrators and policymakers across the country to analyze how their institutions were
serving students.
Guided Pathways

Improving transfer student outcomes requires moving away from a traditional focus on
course enrollments and instead reimaging a full-service model, known as guided pathways
(Bailey et. al., 2015). While widely associated with the community college sector, the idea of a
guided pathways model originated with four-year institutions (Jenkins & Cho, 2013).

The guided pathways model challenges institutions to shift their curriculum focus from
creating courses on an individual basis to incorporating courses together to create a cohesive
degree map with a clear path to graduation (Bailey et. al., 2015). Rather than thinking about what
the learning outcomes are course-by-course, faculty define program learning outcomes then build
course assignments throughout the curriculum to ensure students meet those outcomes by
graduation. Success courses designed to help prepare students academically are often a
mandatory part of a guided pathways curriculum.

This model not only involves redesigning program curriculum but also the reorganization
of student support services. Students enrolling in college have different goals and in the guided
pathways model, the focus during the orientation process is on helping new students develop
those goals so they can receive proper advising during their enrollment (Bailey et. al., 2015).
Additional support outside of the classroom can include a robust student information website and
career counseling (Bailey et. al., 2015).

Interstate Passport

The Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education (WICHE) was established by
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U.S. Congress in the early 1950’s with the goal of increasing access to education by sharing
information and resources across the higher education community in the western region of the
United States (Walker et. al., 2015).

In October 2011, academic leadership from two membership organizations based within
WICHE met to discuss the barriers surrounding transfer between institutions and to identify
potential opportunities for a multi-state, multi-institution agreement that could facilitate seamless
transition for students between institutions (Walker et. al., 2015). Participants identified several
necessary characteristics, including transparency to students, engaging faculty, and utilizing
institutional efficiencies and best practices (Walker et. al., 2015). Using a study from Monaghan
and Attewell (2014), the desired outcome of the project was to create a common set of learning
outcomes around a block of lower-level general education courses that would automatically
transfer within participating institutions (Walker et. al., 2015). The project was identified as the
Interstate Passport.

The Interstate Passport project was completed in September 2016 and expanded in
subsequent years to include member states outside of just the western region. Sadly, WICHE
made the difficult decision to sunset the Interstate Passport program at the end of 2023 (WICHE,
2023). While no specific reasons were provided for the decision to discontinue this program,
those of us who work in higher education and participated in Interstate Passport believe it was
driven by budgetary constraints
Articulation Agreements

Articulation agreements represent critical structural mechanisms in higher education that
facilitate seamless academic transitions between institutions, particularly between community

colleges and four-year universities. These formal agreements establish clear pathways for student
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credit transfer, ensuring that coursework completed at one institution can be predictably and
efficiently recognized by another. According to Laanan et al. (2010), articulation agreements
serve as strategic interventions designed to reduce barriers in postsecondary educational
mobility, particularly for students from historically underrepresented and economically
disadvantaged backgrounds.

The complexity of articulation agreements extends beyond simple credit transfer,
encompassing nuanced academic, administrative, and policy considerations. Research by Cejda
and Chametzky (2014) highlights that successful articulation agreements require extensive
collaboration between institutional stakeholders, including faculty, administrators, and academic
advisors. These agreements typically delineate specific course equivalencies, minimum grade
requirements, and programmatic alignment, creating structured pathways that minimize credit
loss and expedite degree completion for transfer students. Moreover, they play a crucial role in
promoting educational equity by providing clear, transparent mechanisms for students to
navigate complex higher education landscapes.

Implementation and effectiveness of articulation agreements vary significantly across
different states and institutional contexts. Some regions have developed comprehensive
statewide articulation systems that standardize transfer processes, while others rely on
institution-specific agreements, a pattern well-documented in national policy analyses (Education
Commission of the States, n.d.). The most effective articulation agreements incorporate
flexibility, periodic review mechanisms, and responsive curricular mapping that adapts to
evolving academic and workforce demands. By reducing financial and administrative obstacles
to student mobility, these agreements represent sophisticated policy instruments that support

broader goals of educational access, affordability, and academic progression.
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College Completion

Studying higher education transfer policies and practices is crucial to increasing college
completion rates, which are a critical issue in higher education across all sectors, particularly at
the community college level (Andrews, 2019). By identifying barriers created by transfer
policies, the industry can work to create efficiencies that will directly combat those issues.
Degree attainment levels have even garnered interest at the highest levels of government. In
2009, President Barack Obama announced an ambitious initiative to increase the number of
college graduates in America by 8 million by 2020, setting what he called a "North Star" goal for
higher education in the United States (Andrews, 2019). This objective aimed to restore America's
global leadership in college completion rates and was rooted in the belief that higher education is
crucial for maintaining economic competitiveness in the 21st century. The administration backed
this goal with various policy initiatives, including expanding Pell Grants, simplifying the FAFSA
process, and strengthening community colleges. This target represented a significant increase in
graduation rates and required coordinated efforts between federal and state governments,
educational institutions, and other stakeholders to address barriers to college completion such as
affordability, access, and student support services.

Research by the American Association of Community Colleges (2015) reflects a decline
of degree completers between 2012 and 2014 between 2.4% and 4.4% and the declines continued
into 2015 (Andrews, 2019). Reviewing data from Achieving the Dream, Topper (2009) found
that, of students who earned at least 30 credits in their first two years of study, men were more
likely to withdraw than women (53% versus 48%). Students that had no declared major
withdrew within 5 years of beginning enrollment at a rate of 55% compared to those with a

defined major who withdrew at a rate of 53% or who had a declared transfer goal (47%). Based
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on this data, we can determine that students who have a declared transfer goal have the lowest
withdraw rate amongst these groups.
Transfer Education Theories

Theories play a crucial role in transfer education by providing frameworks to understand
and address the challenges transfer students face. Social capital theory, transfer student capital,
and transition theory help explain how students navigate institutional barriers, access resources,
and adapt to new academic environments. Schlossberg’s transition theory (1984), for example,
highlights the importance of support systems in helping students manage the psychological,
social, and academic changes associated with transfer. Meanwhile, Tinto’s (1993) theory of
student departure emphasizes institutional integration as a key factor in student persistence,
underscoring the need for tailored advising and support services. By applying these theories,
educators and policymakers can design more effective interventions, improve student
experiences, and increase transfer student success rates.
Social Capital Theory

Social capital theory offers a unique way to consider student transitions between
educational institutions, particularly in the transfer process. At its core, the theory examines how
social networks, relationships, and connections can provide individuals with access to resources,
information, and opportunities that facilitate academic and professional advancement. In the
transfer education context, students' social capital encompasses their relationships with academic
advisors, peers, faculty members, and institutional support networks that can help navigate the
complex process of transferring credits, understanding new institutional cultures, and

successfully integrating into a different academic environment (Chen, 2023).
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The accumulation and leveraging of social capital become particularly critical for transfer
students, who often face unique challenges in maintaining academic momentum and establishing
new support systems. Research suggests that transfer students with robust social capital are more
likely to successfully adapt to new educational settings, receive timely and accurate information
about transfer requirements, and develop strategies for academic success (Chen, 2023). This
capital can be manifested through mentorship programs, peer support groups, institutional
transfer centers, and networked relationships that provide both emotional and practical support.
Social capital theory highlights the different experiences of transfer students from various
backgrounds, revealing how existing social networks—or the lack thereof—can significantly
impact educational transitions and ultimate academic outcomes.

Social capital theory emphasizes the value of relationships, networks, and social
connections in providing individuals with access to resources, support, and opportunities
(Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988). In the context of higher education, social capital plays a
crucial role in student success, as those with strong networks—such as family, mentors, and
academic advisors—often navigate the system more effectively. Transfer student capital builds
on social capital theory by highlighting the unique knowledge, skills, and support systems
transfer students need to successfully transition between institutions (Laanan, 2004). This
includes understanding transfer policies, accessing academic advising, and leveraging peer and
faculty connections to integrate into their new institution. Strong social and transfer student
capital can enhance transfer students' ability to persist, adapt, and complete their degrees despite
the challenges of changing academic environments.

Transfer Student Capital Theory
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Transfer Student Capital (TSC) Theory builds on social capital theory to explain how
transfer students navigate the complexities of higher education. Laanan, Starobin, and Eggleston
(2010) introduced the concept to highlight the resources, knowledge, and experiences transfer
students accumulate before and during their transition to a new institution. TSC emphasizes that
students who transfer, particularly from community colleges to four-year universities, bring with
them prior academic experiences, institutional knowledge, and social networks that shape their
ability to succeed. Unlike traditional first-year students, transfer students must learn to adapt
quickly to new academic environments while leveraging their existing capital to integrate into
their new institution.

A key component of Transfer Student Capital Theory is the role of institutional support in
helping students apply their prior experiences effectively. Transfer students often face challenges
such as credit loss, differing academic expectations, and social adjustment difficulties, which can
impact their persistence and success (Laanan, 2001). Those with strong TSC are better equipped
to navigate these obstacles, using their previous college experience to develop effective study
habits, seek out advising, and connect with faculty and peers. However, students with limited
access to support systems or those unfamiliar with transfer processes may struggle, emphasizing
the need for targeted interventions such as transfer orientation programs, academic advising, and
peer mentorship to build and strengthen their capital.

Higher education institutions play a crucial role in fostering Transfer Student Capital by
creating policies and programs that ease the transition process. Structured transfer pathways,
articulation agreements, and dedicated support services help students maximize their prior
learning and ensure that their academic journey remains uninterrupted. Research suggests that

when institutions actively recognize and build upon the capital transfer students bring, their
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chances of success and degree completion improve significantly (Starobin, Smith, & Laanan,
2016). By integrating TSC into institutional practices, colleges and universities can better
support transfer students, ultimately increasing retention and graduation rates.

Transition Theory

Schlossberg’s Transition Theory provides a valuable framework for understanding how
students experience and navigate change in higher education. The theory defines a transition as
any event or non-event that results in a shift in relationships, routines, assumptions, or roles
(Schlossberg, 1984). In the context of higher education, transitions may include entering college,
transferring to a new institution, or moving from college to the workforce. Schlossberg
emphasizes that the impact of a transition depends on how an individual perceives and responds
to it, rather than the transition itself. This perspective is particularly relevant for students who
face significant life changes during their academic journey, as their ability to cope and adapt
influences their overall success and persistence.

Schlossberg’s model identifies three key factors that shape a student's transition
experience: (1) the characteristics of the individual experiencing the transition, (2) the nature of
the transition itself, and (3) the surrounding support systems. These factors interact to determine
whether a student perceives their transition as manageable or overwhelming. For example,
transfer students who move from a community college to a four-year institution may struggle
with academic expectations, social integration, or financial concerns. Students with strong
support networks—such as academic advisors, mentors, and peers—are more likely to adjust
successfully. Additionally, Schlossberg’s model highlights four modes of coping: information
seeking, direct action, inhibition of action, and intrapsychic behavior, which students use to

manage change (Goodman et al., 2006).
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In higher education, Schlossberg’s Transition Theory serves as a foundation for
developing student support services that promote successful transitions. Orientation programs,
academic advising, and peer mentoring initiatives are key interventions designed to help students
navigate new environments. Institutions that recognize the importance of transition theory can
better address challenges like “transfer shock,” a common experience where students struggle to
adjust to new academic and social expectations (Hills, 1965). By applying Schlossberg’s
framework, educators and administrators can create targeted strategies that foster student
resilience, engagement, and ultimately, degree completion.

Social capital theory offers a powerful framework for understanding, and ultimately
reducing, the barriers transfer students face as they move between institutions. Because the
theory emphasizes the value of relationships, networks, and access to information, it highlights
how uneven social capital can create structural disadvantages for students navigating complex
transfer processes. When students lack strong advising relationships, peer networks, or
institutional support, they are more likely to encounter obstacles such as unclear transfer
requirements, misinformation about credit applicability, and difficulty integrating into a new
academic environment. Strengthening social capital through proactive advising, peer mentoring,
and coordinated institutional communication directly addresses these barriers by ensuring
students have the relational and informational resources needed to transition smoothly.

Transfer Student Capital (TSC) Theory extends this perspective by focusing on the
specific knowledge, skills, and experiences that empower students to overcome transfer-related
challenges. Students with strong TSC understand how to interpret transfer policies, advocate for
credit applicability, and navigate new academic expectations, capacities that reduce common

barriers such as credit loss, transfer shock, and delayed degree progress. Institutions play a
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critical role in cultivating this capital by designing clear transfer pathways, offering targeted
orientation and advising, and recognizing the value of students’ prior learning. When colleges
and universities intentionally build students’ TSC, they not only support individual success but
also dismantle systemic obstacles that have historically hindered transfer student mobility,
persistence, and completion.
Chapter Summary

This chapter provided an overview of transfer education, transfer student characteristics,
types of transfer, common transfer barriers students face, and a review of current transfer
pathways, college completion initiatives, and relevant transfer education theories. Critical to
understanding transfer education is to understand several of the theories used in past key research
social capital theory, transfer student capital theory, and transition theory. Chapter Three will
provide an in-depth review of a mixed-methods study to evaluate the effectiveness of the most
common, current transfer credit processes and provide insight into how these processes can be

improved to increase student degree completion and success.
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND METHODS
Introduction

The purposes of this study were to 1) identify the challenges transfer students face when
attempting to transfer between institutions, and 2) explore how these challenges can be mitigated
by the improvement of common transfer practices. Two research questions guided this project: 1)
What are the most predominant challenges transfer students in higher education face when
attempting to transfer between institutions? and 2) How can transfer practices be improved to
mitigate the challenges transfer students face? This chapter describes the various research
methodologies chosen to employ in this research project to address the research questions as well
as the research context, data collection, and data analysis procedures.

Research Methodology

Qualitative Methods

Qualitative methods are central to action research due to their ability to capture the
complexity of human experiences and social processes. These methods—such as interviews,
focus groups, participant observation, and open-ended surveys—allow researchers to deeply
explore the perspectives, motivations, and meanings that participants attach to their actions and
environments (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In action research, where the goal is often to bring about
meaningful change within a specific context, qualitative methods provide rich, detailed insights
that can inform both understanding and action (Stringer, 2014).

Another key reason qualitative methods are widely used in action research is their
participatory nature. Action research emphasizes collaboration between researchers and
participants, viewing participants as co-creators of knowledge (Reason & Bradbury, 2008).

Qualitative approaches support this participation by facilitating dialogue, encouraging reflection,
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and validating the voices of participants. This aligns with the democratic and emancipatory aims
of action research, particularly in educational, social, and organizational settings where
empowering stakeholders is as important as generating data (Herr & Anderson, 2015).

Moreover, qualitative methods in action research are well-suited for iterative, cyclical
processes of inquiry. As action research typically involves cycles of planning, acting, observing,
and reflecting, qualitative data can be collected and analyzed continuously to inform each phase
(Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2014). This responsiveness allows researchers and participants
to adapt strategies in real time, evaluate the impact of interventions, and co-develop solutions
that are grounded in lived experience. Ultimately, the use of qualitative methods enriches action
research by ensuring that the knowledge produced is contextually relevant, inclusive, and
capable of driving sustained change.

Action Research

One of the main components of designing a research approach is determining which
philosophical framework best fits the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). This study evaluates
the barriers students face when transferring between institutions, including credit loss, transfer
shock, and inadequate academic advising. The research outcomes revealed process inequities
between institutions and how these differences create obstacles for transfer students.

Creswell and Creswell (2023) explained that a transformative worldview study “contains
an action agenda for reform that may change the lives of the participants, the institutions in
which individuals work or live, and the researcher’s life” (p. 10) and addresses important social
issues. This framework was chosen to guide this study because the intention of this research was

to support policy development that enhances transfer student success and degree completion.
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Action research is a systematic, reflective process of inquiry conducted by individuals,
such as educators, practitioners, or community members, with the goal of improving their own
practices, understanding their environments, and creating positive change. It is typically
collaborative, context-specific, and cyclical, involving repeated phases of planning, acting,
observing, and reflecting (Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2014). Additionally, this type of
research focuses on solving a real-world problem within the research setting.

Action research is a popular methodology in educational studies because it supports
context-specific problem solving (Mertler, 2020). Unlike traditional research, it addresses issues
within a localized setting, making it both immediately relevant and actionable. Mills (2011)
noted that “the methodology is flexible and responsive to the needs of the education setting.”

Furthermore, the collaborative nature of action research made it an ideal methodology for
this study, as the challenges facing transfer students involve multiple interconnected elements
within higher education. Lufungulo, Mambwe, and Kalinde (2021) emphasized that action
research empowers educators to bridge the gap between theory and practice while fostering
continuous professional development. As an educator, my goal is to help identify solutions that
reduce the barriers transfer students face and promote their academic success.

Practitioner Action Research

Practitioner action research is particularly well-suited for exploring the challenges faced
by transfer students, as it allows educators and administrators directly involved in student
support services to investigate issues within their own institutional contexts. This approach
enabled me to identify specific barriers that transfer students encountered such as difficulties
with credit articulation, limited access to advising, or feelings of social isolation through

reflective and iterative cycles of inquiry, action, and evaluation (Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon,
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2014). Because I am embedded in the educational environment in my daily work, I was able to
draw on firsthand observations, knowledge, and institutional data to identify areas needing
improvement (Mertler, 2020). This grounded perspective not only led to a richer understanding
of the challenges related to transfer credit but also ensured that solutions were relevant and
practically applicable within the institution.

Moreover, practitioner action research empowers educators to take meaningful action
based on their findings. Through the implementation of targeted interventions such as improving
orientation programs for transfer students, enhancing communication around credit evaluation, or
creating dedicated peer mentorship opportunities, researchers can evaluate what works in real-
time and refine strategies as needed (Stringer, 2014). This continuous, cyclical process aligns
well with the complex and evolving nature of transfer education, allowing institutions to adapt to
student needs more responsively. By systematically studying and addressing these challenges,
my goal for this study was to not only contribute to the improvement of my practice as an
administrator, but to add to a broader knowledge base of how institutions can support transfer
students more effectively (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009).

Case Study Approach

The case study approach was utilized in this scholarly research project to allow for a
focus on the lived experience of one individual. This approach in action research involves the in-
depth examination of a specific case, such as an individual, group, institution, or program, within
the framework of an action research project. It combines the strengths of both case study
methodology and action research by focusing on a real-world issue while engaging in cycles of
planning, action, observation, and reflection aimed at improvement or change (Herr & Anderson,

2015; Yin, 2018). I began by conducting two interviews with the Associate Vice President of
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Academic Affairs at the institution I work for, who also had a personal history as a transfer
student. These interviews gave me the opportunity to combine his first-hand student experience
with my own literature review, and personal experiences, and create an instrumental case
evaluating the specific issue of transfer student barriers.

The case study method offers several significant benefits in research, particularly when a
detailed, contextualized understanding of a phenomenon is needed. One of the primary
advantages is its ability to provide rich, detailed data that captures the complexity of real-life
situations. By focusing on a specific case—be it an individual, group, organization, or event—
researchers can explore nuances and interconnections that might be missed in more generalized
or quantitative approaches (Yin, 2018). This depth of insight is especially valuable in fields such
as education, health, social work, and business, where context plays a crucial role in shaping
outcomes.

Another key benefit of the case study method is its flexibility. It can incorporate multiple
data sources, such as interviews, observations, documents, and archival records, allowing for
triangulation and a more holistic understanding of the case (Stake, 1995). This methodological
openness not only strengthens the validity of the findings but also enables researchers to adapt
their approach as new insights emerge during the study. Such adaptability is particularly useful
in exploration or formative research, where rigid structures may limit discovery.

Furthermore, case studies are especially useful for theory development and testing. They
allow researchers to examine how theoretical concepts play out in practice, identify new
variables or relationships, and generate hypotheses for future study (Eisenhardt, 1989). By

grounding theoretical insights in real-world examples, case studies can bridge the gap between
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abstract concepts and applied knowledge. This makes them a powerful tool for both academic
inquiry and practical problem-solving.
Summary/Synthesis

Qualitative methods are essential to action research because they capture the depth and
complexity of human experiences, support collaborative inquiry, and adapt to the iterative nature
of the research process. Through techniques like interviews and observations, qualitative
research methods offer rich insights that aid in the formation of meaningful change. The
participatory nature aligned with my research project’s goals of empowering educators to
facilitate change, making this method particularly effective in addressing the real-world issues in
transfer education in the ever-evolving, dynamic world of higher education.

This research project used a case study approach to investigate barriers faced by transfer
students. By conducting interviews with an Associate Vice President of Academic Affairs who
understands higher education well and experienced transferring firsthand, I was able to integrate
personal narratives with literature to examine the issue in depth. Case studies are valued for their
rich, contextualized data, flexibility in incorporating diverse sources, and usefulness in theory
development and real-world application. This combination makes them particularly effective for
educational research and problem-solving.

Research Context
Research Setting

This research setting is a private, not-for-profit university that operates as a
comprehensive higher education institution serving students across multiple degree levels and
delivery modalities. The university maintains six physical campus locations while

simultaneously offering extensive online programming, creating a hybrid educational
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environment that combines traditional on-campus experiences with flexible digital learning
opportunities.

As an institutionally accredited institution under the Western Association of Schools and
Colleges, the university meets rigorous academic and operational standards, ensuring the quality
and transferability of its undergraduate, graduate, and doctoral programs. This accreditation
framework provides legitimacy for research activities and academic partnerships while
supporting the institution's mission to serve diverse student populations through both place-based
and distance education models.

The university's multi-campus structure, combined with its robust online infrastructure,
creates a unique research environment where studies can examine both traditional residential
student experiences and the growing field of online higher education, making it particularly well-
suited for comparative research on educational delivery methods, student outcomes across
different modalities, and institutional effectiveness in serving geographically dispersed
populations.

Participant Recruitment and Selection

My research participant was someone I had worked with for five years, at the time of the
study, during which time we had developed a strong and collaborative professional relationship.
Through our ongoing conversations, I became aware that he had transferred between multiple
institutions for a variety of reasons, and that he was deeply committed to supporting transfer
students. His background and insights made him an ideal candidate for this research. When I
shared the details of my scholarly research project with him, he expressed genuine enthusiasm
and volunteered to participate without hesitation. My participant was provided with and signed a

consent form to participate in my research study (see Appendix A).
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His personal journey as a transfer student, combined with his extensive professional
experience in higher education, provides him with a unique perspective and a wealth of
knowledge. These qualities positioned him to offer valuable, first-hand insights into the
challenges and opportunities within transfer education. Additionally, as a colleague I work with
on an everyday basis, he was readily accessible to me, a defining characteristic of convenience
sampling. Convenience sampling is appropriate in case study research on one individual because
the focus is on gaining deep, contextual understanding rather than generalizing to a larger
population (Etikan, Musa & Alkassim, 2016). Selecting an accessible and willing participant
allowed for the exploration of the case in detail, making it a practical and efficient choice when
the goal is in-depth analysis rather than representativeness.

Participant

The research participant was a highly experienced professional whose academic and
professional journey reflected a deep commitment to education and service. Over the course of
his academic career, he attended 11 different colleges and universities, offering him a unique and
multifaceted perspective on the transfer process and student mobility within higher education.
This extensive academic background is complemented by four years of honorable military
service, further enriching his life experience and contributing to his disciplined, mission-driven
approach to his work. His military background also instilled in him a strong sense of duty and
resilience, traits that have undoubtedly influenced his career in academia.

With more than 30 years of experience in higher education, the participant served in both
administrative and teaching roles, developing a comprehensive understanding of institutional
operations as well as the student learning experience. His career has spanned a variety of

institutions and roles, equipping him with a nuanced understanding of how transfer pathways



52

impact student success. His decision to volunteer for this research was driven by a genuine
passion for student transfer experience, an area he has both experienced personally and supported
professionally. His insights promise to bring valuable depth and authenticity to the study,
particularly in understanding the systemic challenges and opportunities associated with student
transfer in higher education.

Researcher Positionality

As a former transfer student now working in higher education as a university registrar,
my researcher position was shaped by both personal and professional experiences. Having
navigated the transfer process myself, I brought firsthand knowledge of the challenges, barriers,
and opportunities that transfer students face. This lived experience allowed me to approach
research on transfer policies, student success, or academic mobility with an insider perspective,
making me more attuned to issues like credit articulation and institutional support. My personal
journey led me to select specific research questions that highlight the complexities of the transfer
experience but also required me to focus on self-reflection to ensure my interpretations remain
balanced and inclusive of diverse student experiences.

Professionally, my role as a university registrar further shaped my positionality by
providing institutional insights into how transfer credits are assessed and how policies impact
students' educational pathways. This experience gave me access to data and trends that inform
research on academic progression, student retention, and policy effectiveness. However, it also
meant that my perspective is influenced by institutional practices and policies, which may differ
across colleges and universities. Recognizing this positionality allowed me to critically engage
with my assumption that the transfer student experience is inherently broken, ensuring that my

research did not solely reflect the institutional perspective but also considered the lived realities
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of transfer students from diverse backgrounds. Embracing the process of reflexivity to challenge
my own beliefs about the transfer student experience allowed me to acknowledge how my
research process and findings could change my views (Palaganas, Sanchez, Molintas &
Caricativo, 2017). I was able to conduct more ethical and comprehensive research that bridges
the gap between policy, practice, and student experiences in higher education.

Research Methods
Data Collection

In qualitative research, data collection instruments serve as the methodological tools that
enable researchers to capture the rich, contextual narratives and deep insights that characterize
this form of inquiry. The most common methods of data collection include document study,
participant and non-participant observations, semi-structured interviews, and focus groups
(Creswell and Creswell, 2023), each functioning as a specialized instrument designed to elicit
different types of qualitative information from participants. Unlike their quantitative
counterparts, qualitative instruments prioritize flexibility and responsiveness, allowing
researchers to adapt their approach in real-time based on emerging themes or unexpected
participant responses.

Qualitative research gathers participants' experiences, perceptions, and behavior,
answering the "how” and "why" instead of "how many" or "how much" (Denzin & Lincoln,
2018), requiring instruments that can capture nuanced human experiences rather than numerical
measurements. The effectiveness of qualitative data collection depends heavily on the
researcher's skill in wielding these instruments, whether crafting open-ended interview questions

that encourage deep reflection, designing observation protocols that capture meaningful



54

behaviors, or facilitating focus groups that generate authentic dialogue, making the human
researcher both the primary instrument and the interpreter of the data collection process.
Instruments

In action research, the use of instruments is essential for gathering data that reflects the
experiences, perceptions, and needs of participants within a specific context. Common
instruments include interviews, focus groups, surveys, observation protocols, and reflective
journals, all of which are typically qualitative in nature (Creswell & Poth, 2018). These tools are
designed to be flexible and adaptable, allowing researchers to respond to emerging insights and
adjust their approach as the research evolves (Stringer, 2014). Because action research is
participatory and iterative, instruments are often developed or refined in collaboration with
participants to ensure they are contextually relevant and meaningful (Reason & Bradbury, 2008).
This collaborative approach not only enhances the validity of the data but also empowers
participants by involving them directly in the knowledge-generation process (Herr & Anderson,
2015). Ultimately, well-designed instruments in action research serve both as tools for inquiry
and as mechanisms for fostering reflection, dialogue, and informed action.
Interviews

I chose to use open-ended interview questions as a research instrument to allow for a
deep exploration of the research participant’s experiences and perspectives. Unlike closed-ended
questions, which limit responses to predefined options, open-ended questions encourage
participants to share their thoughts in their own words, leading to rich, nuanced data (Patton,
2015; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This approach is particularly valuable in qualitative research, as
it enables researchers to uncover themes, patterns, and unexpected insights that might not emerge

through more structured questioning (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Additionally, open-ended
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questions foster a more conversational and flexible interview process, which promotes rapport
and trust (Seidman, 2013). This flexibility allowed me to probe deeper into responses, clarify
meanings, and adapt to the unique experiences of the participant, ultimately revealing an
unexpected path forward in my analysis.

However, using open-ended questions also required careful planning and skillful
execution to ensure the collection of meaningful and relevant data. I was intentional in crafting
questions that were clear, unbiased, and aligned with the study’s research objectives. This
allowed the participant the freedom to express himself fully and to guide the conversation when
tangential discussions emerged (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Active listening and thoughtful follow-
up questions were also essential in guiding the dialogue without leading the participant or
imposing my own assumptions (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). While this method produces rich
data, it also requires rigorous coding and thematic analysis to interpret the findings effectively
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Overall, open-ended interviews provide a powerful tool for developing
a comprehensive understanding of a dissertation topic.

A series of interviews with a singular research participant using open-ended questions
(see Appendix B) was employed. The first of two interviews were conducted using video-
conferencing software (Microsoft Teams), allowing for a flexible and accessible connection with
the participant despite geographic distance. This initial interview lasted approximately one hour
and provided a comfortable, conversational environment in which the participant could share his
experiences openly. Microsoft Teams proved to be an effective tool for facilitating in-depth
discussion, with stable audio and video quality that supported clear communication and rapport-

building.
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The second interview is currently being scheduled and will also be conducted via
Microsoft Teams, as the participant resides in another state, making in-person interviews
impractical. Utilizing the same platform ensures continuity and convenience for both the
researcher and the participant. This follow-up interview will focus on exploring themes that
emerged during the first session and will allow for expansion on specific topics. The goal is to
ensure a thorough and nuanced understanding of the participant’s transfer experience.

Procedures. The first of two interviews were conducted using a video-conferencing
platform, ensuring both convenience and accessibility for the participant. This method was
selected due to its ability to facilitate face-to-face interaction while accommodating geographical
constraints between myself and my participant. The second interview will be conducted using the
same virtual format to maintain consistency in data collection methods and minimizing
variability due to different interview settings. The use of video conferencing also allowed me to
observe any non-verbal cues, such as facial expressions and body language, which added depth
to the qualitative data.

During the first interview, I followed a semi-structured format, beginning with a set of
base questions, open-ended in design to explore key themes related to the research topic
(Mertler, 2020). This approach provided a structured foundation while allowing for flexibility.
As the participant shared his experiences and insights, additional questions were introduced
spontaneously in response to emerging themes or noteworthy comments. This ad-hoc
questioning enabled a more organic and dynamic conversation, encouraging the participant to
elaborate and reflect more deeply. The semi-structured format was chosen to balance consistency

but provided the opportunity to pursue unexpected yet relevant lines of inquiry as they arose.
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Timeline. The expectation was to have all interviews completed by the end of the Spring
2025 semester, allowing sufficient time for transcription, analysis, and integration of findings
into the broader research study. The first interview was successfully conducted during the week
of March 10, 2025, and provided initial insights and set the foundation for the second round of
data collection. While the second interview was tentatively scheduled for late April, work
constraints and project deadlines pushed the second interview to late June, early July.

Data Analysis

Creswell and Creswell (2018) identified three potential pitfalls for researchers to be
mindful of during the data analysis phase: 1) avoid relating personally to the participants’
experiences and/or showing favoritism in the data released, 2) ensure disclosure of all results, not
just those that reflect positively, and 3) ensure the privacy of participants. Due to the researcher’s
experience in the field, it was critical to remain cognizant of potential biases in survey question
development and data interpretation.

This case study research project followed a systematic, iterative data analysis process
designed to capture the depth and complexity of the transfer student experience. This analysis
began with organizing interview transcripts and researcher notes and engaged in open coding,
analyzing the data multiple times to identify initial concepts, recurring ideas, and meaningful
patterns (Saldafia, 2021). This stage was highly inductive and allowed themes to emerge
naturally from the data rather than trying to filter into predetermined categories. Throughout this
process, analytic memos were used to capture early interpretations, questions, and connections
across data sources, helping to remain reflexive and grounded in the context of the case

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
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As the analysis progressed, it moved into thematic coding, where initial codes were
refined, grouped, and linked to broader categories that reflected the central issues of the case.
Constant comparison across data sources ensured that themes were consistent, well-supported,
and representative of the case’s complexity (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Triangulation, comparing
findings across interviews, documents, and observations, strengthened the credibility of the
analysis and helped identify converging or diverging perspectives (Yin, 2018). Finally, the
themes were synthesized into a narrative that explained the case and situated the findings within
existing literature and the study’s conceptual framework. This layered approach ensured that the
final analysis is both analytically rigorous and deeply reflective of the participant’s experiences
and the real-world context of the case.

Research Question 1

The first research question of this research project was as follows: What are the most
predominant challenges transfer students in higher education face when attempting to transfer
between institutions? The use of qualitative data allowed me to explore the personal, social, and
institutional dimensions of the transfer experience in depth (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton,
2015). Using broad interview questions with my research participant, as well as reflecting on my
own experiences, [ was able to apply qualitative methods to capture the true lived experience and
individual narrative of two transfer students from very different backgrounds (Creswell & Poth,
2018). This approach aligns with phenomenological and narrative inquiry traditions, which
prioritize the voice of the participant and aim to understand meaning through their lens
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).

Using qualitative data enabled the identification of themes and patterns that may not have

emerged through other methods. For instance, students described feelings of isolation, confusion
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around credit articulation, difficulties in accessing academic advising, or a lack of institutional
support—insights that provided a more comprehensive understanding of the transfer process
(Townsend, 2008; Laanan, 2001). These nuanced accounts help contextualize systemic issues,
such as inconsistent transfer policies or cultural mismatches between institutions and bring to
light less visible barriers like identity disruption or a lack of belonging (Bensimon, 2007; Jain,
Herrera, & Bernal, 2011). By analyzing these narratives, researchers highlighted recurring
challenges and made informed recommendations for improving the transfer experience in higher
education.

Ultimately, qualitative data humanizes the transfer process, giving voice to students'
stories and perspectives (Seidman, 2013). It moves beyond surface-level statistics to uncover the
deeper, often complex realities that shape their academic journeys. This kind of insight is
invaluable for developing student-centered policies, support systems, and interventions that more
effectively address the real-world challenges transfer students face (Kuh et al., 2006; Handel &
Williams, 2012). Qualitative inquiry, with its focus on meaning-making, context, and lived
experience, is thus a powerful tool for enhancing both scholarly understanding and institutional
practice.

Research Question 2

The second research question is how can transfer practices be improved to mitigate the
challenges transfer students face? Qualitative research methods were particularly well-suited to
explore the question of how transfer practices can be improved to mitigate the challenges transfer
students face. These methods allowed researchers to gather rich, detailed narratives from
students, faculty, and administrators, providing insight into the lived experiences of those

directly affected by transfer policies (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Through interviews, focus
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groups, and open-ended surveys, qualitative research uncovered the nuanced, often overlooked
factors that influence transfer success, such as feelings of belonging, institutional support
systems, or bureaucratic barriers (Patton, 2015). Unlike quantitative approaches that focus on
statistical trends, qualitative research emphasizes depth over breadth, making it ideal for
identifying the root causes of persistent transfer challenges (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

By focusing on personal stories and institutional contexts, qualitative research helped
illuminate the gaps between policy and practice. For example, while a policy may appear
seamless on paper, students’ experiences might reveal breakdowns in communication between
sending and receiving institutions or inconsistencies in how credits are evaluated and applied
(Townsend, 2008). In addition, faculty and staff perspectives offered insight into the operational
or cultural barriers that inhibit effective support for transfer students. These findings can then be
used to craft more responsive, student-centered transfer policies that consider the real-world
complexities of navigating multiple institutions (Handel & Williams, 2012).

Moreover, qualitative methods foster collaboration and reflexivity, allowing institutions
to involve transfer students in the process of reform. Participatory approaches, such as action
research, can empower students to share their insights and propose solutions based on their own
experiences (Stringer, 2014). This not only enhances the relevance and authenticity of the data
collected but also helps ensure that proposed improvements are grounded in actual student needs
rather than assumptions. Ultimately, using qualitative research to investigate transfer practices
encourages institutions to move beyond compliance and toward empathy-driven innovation that
genuinely supports student success across institutional boundaries (Kuh et al., 2006).

Chapter Summary



This chapter provided an overview of the research methods and methodology used to
collect study data, as well as the collection and analysis procedures. Chapter 4 will report and

evaluate the study’s findings to answer the research questions.

61
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS
Introduction

The current chapter highlights the findings of this case study research study that aimed to
1) explore the varied experiences of two individuals who had previous experience as transfer
students, and 2) identify common transfer barriers experienced by the participants. Two research
questions guided the study: 1) What are the most predominant challenges transfer students in
higher education face when attempting to transfer between institutions? 2) How can transfer
practices be improved to mitigate the challenges transfer students face? The chapter will
conclude by discussing the findings, linking the results to existing research literature, and
addressing the two research questions.

Results

Analysis of the study’s qualitative results reflected several common barriers experienced
by the research study participants as it related to their transfer experience. First, both subjects
had multiple personal factors that influenced their need to transfer institutions, one related to
military and employment service and the other, related to family circumstances. Second, both
subjects experienced an uncertain pathway during the educational journey that led them to
change majors several times. However, while this resulted in a loss of credit for one, the other
was not impacted by this barrier.

Research examining college readiness interventions consistently shows that targeted
academic advising plays a pivotal role in improving students’ postsecondary outcomes. Studies
demonstrate that when advising is personalized, focusing on course selection, degree planning,
and navigating institutional processes, students exhibit higher academic confidence, stronger

college-going behaviors, and more successful transitions into higher education (Clayton &
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Worsham, 2024; Feygin et al., 2022). Targeted advising also supports students in understanding
admission requirements, financial aid processes, and program expectations, reducing the
uncertainty that often disrupts college-going trajectories. Importantly, research highlights that
students from historically marginalized backgrounds benefit most from structured, proactive
advising models, as these supports help close information gaps and counteract inequities in
access to college knowledge (Chamberlain & Parnell, 2022).

Findings further emphasize the value of introducing students to the higher education
system in high school, rather than waiting until postsecondary study begins. Early exposure
through college awareness programs, dual-credit opportunities, campus visits, and structured
guidance, helps students build foundational understanding of academic pathways long before the
application process begins (Research Alliance for New York City Schools, 2020). Such early
engagement demystifies college expectations, increases students’ sense of belonging, and
supports more informed decision-making about coursework and career planning. Research also
indicates that students who participate in college-focused programming in 9th or 10th grade are
more likely to persist once enrolled (Feygin et al., 2022). Together, these findings underscore
that early, intentional engagement with the higher education system, paired with targeted
advising, significantly strengthens students’ readiness and long-term postsecondary success.

This case study offers a rich narrative of a non-traditional student’s trajectory through
higher education, highlighting the systemic barriers and critical supports that influenced
educational persistence and eventual success. Dr. X’s story illustrates a multifaceted journey
marked by delayed completion, institutional transfers, military service, career changes, and

ultimately academic leadership. His lived experience exemplifies the complexity of the transfer
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student experience and underscores the importance of institutional adaptability, targeted
advising, and policy reform in supporting such students.
Barriers Faced by Transfer Students

Transfer students can face a myriad of barriers that create complex educational pathways
and extended degree completion timelines. Credit loss represents one of the most significant
obstacles, as students frequently lose substantial academic progress when credits earned at
previous institutions are rejected or fail to transfer. Insufficient advising exacerbates these
challenges, as students often receive inadequate guidance about transfer policies, degree
requirements, and strategic course selection, leaving them to navigate complex institutional
systems without informed support. Financial complications arise from extended enrollment
periods, additional fees associated with multiple transfers, and the risk of exhausting financial
aid eligibility before degree completion, creating economic barriers that can force students to
withdraw or delay their education. Uncertain pathways emerge when students lack clear
academic roadmaps between institutions and struggle with major selection, leading to directional
shifts that extend degree time and increase costs. Personal factors, including work
responsibilities, family obligations, military service, and geographic relocations, necessitate
institutional changes that expose students to all other transfer barriers simultaneously. Together,
these barriers create a cumulative disadvantage that disproportionately affects students and
highlights the need for comprehensive policy reforms and institutional support systems designed
specifically for transfer populations.

Dr. X's educational path was characterized by significant interruptions and directional
shifts, resulting in attendance at 11 institutions before completing a bachelor's degree. This

extraordinary educational journey serves as a compelling illustration of the complex web of
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transfer credit barriers identified in Figure 1, demonstrating how these obstacles can compound
and interact to create increasingly challenging pathways for non-traditional students.

Dr. X's experience of attending 11 different institutions provides a vivid, real-world
example of how each barrier identified in the Transfer Credit Barriers figure manifested in
practice, often simultaneously and with cumulative effects that extended far beyond what any
single barrier might have caused in isolation.

Figure 1

Transfer Credit Barriers

Lack of articulation
between institutions

— Loss of Credits —

Accreditation
‘— differences guide
degree programs

— High School — Initial pathway

— Insufficient Advising =

— College —— Desire to transfer

Loss of financial aid
eligibility

— Financial Complications —+—  Lack of resources

\— FAFSA challenges

Changing focus
— Uncertain Pathways —— Area of study/focus —— throughout degree
progress

Loss of Credit and Fragmented Student Records
With each institutional transition Dr. X made, the potential loss of credits became

increasingly pronounced. The visual data display identifies this as occurring "due to poor
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articulation pathways between institutions or differences in institutional accreditation," and Dr.
X's experience across 11 institutions created multiple opportunities for credit loss at each transfer
point.

Each time Dr. X moved from one institution to another, previously earned credits faced
scrutiny under different institutional policies, varying accreditation standards, and inconsistent
articulation agreements. Credits that were accepted at one institution might be rejected at the
next or accepted only as elective credits rather than fulfilling specific degree requirements. This
pattern of credit loss likely compounded across the 11 institutions, potentially requiring Dr. X to
repeat coursework multiple times or take additional courses to meet varying institutional
requirements, significantly extending the time and cost required to complete the bachelor's
degree.

Insufficient Advising

As a first-generation college student, Dr. X received minimal guidance in high school or
early college, contributing to uninformed choices and unnecessary delays. The lack of student
advising extended beyond academic planning to include financial aid awareness and credit
transferability.

The insufficient advising barrier identified in Figure 1 becomes particularly critical when
viewed through Dr. X's multi-institutional experience. The visual display notes that "limited
access to knowledgeable advisors results in students making uninformed decisions about courses
and transfer pathways," occurring at both collegiate and high school levels.

For Dr. X, this barrier was magnified exponentially across 11 different institutional
contexts, each with its own advising systems, personnel, and levels of expertise regarding

transfer credit evaluation. With each new institution, Dr. X would have encountered different
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advisors with varying levels of knowledge about transfer credit policies, creating a scenario
where consistent, informed guidance was nearly impossible to obtain. The complexity of
managing transfer credits across so many institutions would have required advisors with
exceptional knowledge of inter-institutional agreements and credit evaluation processes,
expertise that is not consistently available across institutions.
Financial Complications

Financial complications, including "loss of aid eligibility and unexpected costs," would
have been particularly severe for Dr. X given the extended educational timeline. Each transfer
likely involved new application fees, transcript fees, orientation costs, and potentially different
tuition structures. More significantly, the extended time to degree completion resulting from
credit losses and institutional changes would have pushed Dr. X beyond typical financial aid
eligibility timeframes. Federal financial aid has lifetime limits and satisfactory academic
progress requirements that become increasingly difficult to maintain when educational paths
extend significantly beyond traditional timelines. The "significant interruptions" in Dr. X's
educational path may have further complicated financial aid eligibility and created gaps in
funding that required alternative financing solutions.
Uncertain Pathways

Uncertain pathways, described in the figure as resulting from students not knowing "what
major they are going to stay with" combined with "lack of clear academic roadmaps between
institutions," takes on additional complexity in Dr. X's case.

Each of the 11 institutions Dr. X attended likely had different program requirements,
course sequences, and prerequisite structures. The "directional shifts" mentioned in Dr. X's

educational path suggest that uncertainty about academic and career direction persisted across
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multiple institutions, with each transfer potentially representing an attempt to find a better fit or
clearer pathway. However, the lack of standardized academic roadmaps between institutions
meant that each directional shift came with the risk of further credit loss and extended time to
degree completion.

Personal Factors

Despite successfully transferring nearly all credits, Dr. X’s story reveals that his success
was due more to persistence and informal support (e.g., a helpful student counselor) than to a
streamlined, student-friendly system. The personal factors barrier, encompassing "life
responsibilities such as work, relocation, or military service," appears to be a central driver of Dr.
X's multi-institutional journey. The "significant interruptions and directional shifts" suggest that
external life circumstances play a major role in necessitating institutional changes.

Each interruption may have required Dr. X to withdraw from one institution and later re-
enroll at a different institution that better accommodated changed life circumstances, perhaps
offering evening classes, online options, different geographic locations, or more flexible
scheduling. However, each of these necessary adaptations to personal circumstances came with
the cost of navigating new institutional systems and facing all the other transfer barriers
identified in the figure.

Implications for Institutional Practice

The success factors evident in Dr. X's case provide a blueprint for institutional
interventions that can significantly improve transfer student outcomes. The combination of prior
learning recognition, faculty mentorship, and career-education alignment created a supportive
ecosystem that enabled Dr. X to overcome the substantial barriers he faced through his multi-

institutional journey. These findings align with calls by researchers such as Marling (2013) for
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comprehensive support systems that address the unique needs of mobile students through
proactive institutional policies and practices.

Dr. X's transition from transfer student to senior academic leader offers a rare dual
perspective. His educational journey before degree completion represents an extreme case that
highlights the urgent need for systemic reform in how institutions handle transfer students. The
barriers identified in Figure 1 are not merely inconveniences but can create educational paths that
are dramatically longer, more expensive, and more psychologically challenging than traditional
four-year degree programs.

This case study suggests that institutions need to develop more sophisticated support
systems specifically designed for students with complex transfer histories, including specialized
advising services, more flexible credit evaluation processes, and financial aid policies that
account for non-traditional educational timelines.

Advising Structures

Colleges must reimagine advising structures to better serve first-generation and non-
traditional students. This includes advising on career pathways, course selection, and long-term
academic planning. Advising structures extend beyond those in higher education to the
secondary environment. Early exposure to postsecondary planning in high school is critical.
Workshops on financial aid, application procedures, and long-term goal setting can bridge gaps
for under-resourced students.

Procedure Simplification

Procedural simplification in higher education can significantly improve the experience

and success of transfer students by reducing unnecessary barriers and confusion during

transitions. Streamlined processes, such as clearer credit transfer policies, simplified application
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steps, and centralized advising can help students navigate institutional systems more efficiently.
When procedures are transparent and consistent, transfer students are less likely to lose credits,
repeat coursework, or experience delays in degree completion, which can reduce both financial
strain and frustration. Additionally, simplified processes signal institutional support and
inclusivity, fostering a stronger sense of belonging and confidence. Overall, procedural
simplification not only enhances access but also promotes persistence and timely graduation for
transfer students.
Chapter Summary

The current chapter reviewed the results and findings from this case study research
project and highlighted key challenges and supports affecting transfer and non-traditional college
students. Qualitative findings showed that personal circumstances (e.g., military service, family
needs) and uncertain academic pathways often drive students to transfer and change majors,
sometimes resulting in lost credits.

Research emphasizes that targeted, personalized academic advising significantly
improves student outcomes by clarifying degree requirements, transfer processes, and financial
aid, especially for marginalized students. Early exposure to college systems in high school,
through programs like dual enrollment and college awareness initiatives, also strengthens
readiness and persistence.

Overall, this study underscored that transfer students face interconnected systemic
barriers, including credit transfer issues, weak advising, financial challenges, and unclear
academic pathways. To address these, institutions should implement stronger advising systems,

expand credit for prior learning, simplify transfer processes, and provide earlier college guidance
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to better support student success. Chapter 5 will conclude the research study with implications
for practice, limitations, and suggestions for future research.
CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION
Introduction

The purposes of this study were to identify the challenges transfer students faced when
attempting to transfer between institutions and to explore how these challenges could be
mitigated by the improvement of common transfer practices. This chapter will include analysis
and discussion of the findings of the research project and provide additional information on the
study’s implications of practice, limitations, and suggestions for future research.

Analysis

The case of Dr. X illuminates three critical factors that can significantly enhance the
transfer student experience and counteract the systemic barriers that typically impede academic
progress. The supportive mechanisms of prior learning credit recognition, faculty mentorship,
and career-education alignment, are critical tools for institutions to utilize to proactively facilitate
success for transfer students through strategic interventions and policy reforms.
Prior Learning Credit and Competency Demonstration

Credit for Prior Learning (CPL), also known as Prior Learning Assessment (PLA), refers
to the process of evaluating and awarding academic credit for college-level learning acquired
outside of traditional classroom settings. This learning may come from work experience, military
service, volunteer activities, independent study, or other life experiences. According to the
Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL, 2010), CPL is "the award of credit for
college-level learning that takes place outside of the classroom" (p. 6). This process recognizes

that valuable, assessable learning can occur in various contexts beyond formal education. Klein-
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Collins (2015) expands on this definition, noting that CPL "is the process by which many
colleges evaluate for academic credit the college-level knowledge and skills an individual has
gained outside of the classroom (or from non-college instructional programs), including
employment, military training/service, civic activities and volunteer service" (p. 4).

The American Council on Education (ACE, 2021) emphasizes that CPL is not merely
credit for experience, but rather "credit awarded for validated college-level equivalencies gained
through learning experiences outside of the college classroom" (para. 1). CPL can take various
forms, including standardized exams (e.g., CLEP, DSST), course credit challenge exams,
portfolio assessments, and evaluation of non-college education and training programs. Rust and
Ikard (2016) highlight that CPL is particularly beneficial for adult learners, stating that it "can
accelerate degree completion, validate college-level learning regardless of how it was acquired,
and potentially reduce the cost of a degree" (p. 130).

Dr. X's success with CLEP (College Level Examination Program) and DANTES
(Defense Activity for Non-Traditional Education Support) examinations exemplifies the
transformative potential of prior learning assessment (PLA) for transfer students. The College
Board's College-Level Examination Program (CLEP) has been the most widely trusted credit-by-
examination program for nearly 50 years, accepted by 2,900 colleges and universities, providing
a standardized mechanism for students to demonstrate college-level competency acquired
through non-traditional learning experiences.

Research consistently demonstrates that PLA programs significantly reduce time-to-
degree completion and educational costs for non-traditional students. Klein-Collins (2010) found
that students who earned PLA credit had higher graduation rates (56% vs. 21%) and shorter

time-to-degree completion compared to similar students without PLA credit. The exams are
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funded by DANTES, and you could save hundreds or even thousands of dollars towards your
degree, addressing the financial barriers that disproportionately affect transfer students like Dr. X
who face extended educational timelines.

The effectiveness of competency-based credit recognition extends beyond cost savings.
Hayward and Williams (2015) argue that PLA validates the learning experiences of adult
learners, particularly those with military backgrounds or extensive work experience, by
recognizing that learning doesn't just happen in the classroom and offers credit recognition for
learning that has occurred outside of the traditional academic environment. For Dr. X, whose
educational journey included military service and professional experience, PLA mechanisms
provided crucial validation and academic credit for knowledge acquired through non-traditional
pathways.

Common assessment methods according to the UPCEA and WCET: Standardized
examinations, such as learners earning credit by successfully completing exams such as
Advanced Placement (AP), College Level Examination Program (CLEP), International
Baccalaureate (IB), Excelsior exams (UExcel), and DANTES Subject Standardized Tests
(DSST), demonstrate the variety of mechanisms available to recognize prior learning. However,
institutional acceptance and implementation of these programs varies significantly, with Travers
et al. (2014) noting that systematic adoption of PLA requires institutional commitment to
recognizing diverse learning pathways.

Mentorship and Faculty Engagement

The transformative impact of faculty mentorship in Dr. X's graduate studies reflects

extensive research on the critical role of mentor-student relationships in academic success and

persistence. Mentorship has been widely recognized as an effective means to promote student
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learning and engagement in undergraduate research experiences, with particular significance for
students from non-traditional educational backgrounds.

Faculty mentorship provides multiple layers of support that are especially crucial for
transfer students. Crisp and Cruz (2009) identified four key mentorship functions:
psychological/emotional support, degree and career support, academic subject knowledge
support, and role modeling. For Dr. X, key faculty advisors provided validation of his potential, a
psychological support function particularly important for students who may experience imposter
syndrome or doubt about their academic capabilities after navigating complex transfer pathways.

The research literature consistently demonstrates that first-generation college students, as
well as students attending larger institutions, rated faculty and other college staff as less caring
and supportive and were less able to identify a supportive mentoring relationship during college.
This finding underscores the vulnerability of non-traditional students like Dr. X and highlights
the exceptional value of the mentorship he received during his graduate studies.

Effective mentorship for transfer students requires specialized approaches that
acknowledge their unique trajectories and challenges. The experience of transferring to a 4-year
college, especially in STEM programs, can be particularly challenging for students. While much
of the onus for preparing students for transfer has been placed on community colleges, the 4-year
institutions must also take responsibility for creating supportive mentorship structures that
facilitate integration and success.

Campbell and Page (2013) emphasize that faculty mentors serve as cultural interpreters,
helping transfer students navigate institutional expectations and unwritten rules that native
students may take for granted. The scholarship opportunities and research guidance that Dr. X

received demonstrate what Kram (1983) describes as the "career advancement" function of
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mentorship, where mentors actively open doors and create opportunities for mentee
development.
Flexible Career-Education Alignment

Dr. X's ability to align his professional experience in consulting, HR, and leadership
development with his academic pursuits represents a critical success factor that research
identifies as essential for non-traditional student engagement and persistence. This career-
education alignment addresses what Bean and Metzner (1985) describe as the need for
educational relevance in adult learner motivation and persistence models.

The integration of professional experience with academic study creates what Kolb (1984)
terms "experiential learning opportunities," where students can apply theoretical knowledge in
practical contexts while drawing on professional expertise to enhance academic understanding.
For Dr. X, his consulting and leadership development background provided real-world context
for his academic studies, creating a mutually reinforcing relationship between career and
education.

Research by Kasworm (2003) demonstrates that adult learners who can connect their
educational pursuits to career goals show higher levels of academic engagement and persistence.
The practical application opportunities that Dr. X's professional background provided likely
enhanced his motivation and reduced the sense of disconnect that many transfer students
experience when academic content feels divorced from their lived experiences. Horn and Carroll
(1996) found that students who maintain career relevance throughout their educational journey
are more likely to persist through challenges and complete their degrees. Dr. X's ability to see

direct connections between his coursework and professional development created what Tinto
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(1993) describes as "academic integration”, the sense that educational activities are meaningful
and worthwhile.

Furthermore, the professional skills and networks that Dr. X developed through his career
likely provided additional resources and support systems that complemented his academic
pursuits. Pusser et al. (2007) emphasize that successful adult learners often leverage multiple
support systems, combining academic, professional, and personal networks to sustain their
educational goals.

Discussion

This case study provided compelling evidence of the systemic barriers that plague
transfer students in higher education, corroborating extensive research on the challenges faced by
mobile students. Dr. X's extraordinary journey through 11 institutions illustrates how transfer
barriers compound to create increasingly complex pathways for non-traditional students, aligning
with existing literature on transfer student experiences.

Credit Loss and Articulation Challenges

The loss of credits experienced by Dr. X at each institutional transition reflects a well-
documented phenomenon in transfer student literature. Monaghan and Attewell (2015) found
that approximately 43% of community college credits are lost when students transfer to four-year
institutions, with students losing an average of 13 credits during the transfer process. The
compounding effect of Dr. X's multiple transfers likely amplified this typical credit loss
significantly. Hills (1965) early work on transfer shock identified credit loss as a primary
contributor to decreased academic performance and delayed degree completion, patterns clear in

Dr. X's extended educational timeline.
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The fragmentation of student records across Dr. X's 11 institutions exemplifies what
Handel and Williams (2012) describe as the "transfer penalty," where students face systematic
disadvantages due to institutional policies that prioritize native students over transfer students.
Wang (2009) further argues that poor articulation agreements and inconsistent credit evaluation
processes create artificial barriers that disproportionately affect mobile students, particularly
those from working-class backgrounds like Dr. X.

Insufficient Academic Advising

The advising challenges faced by Dr. X across multiple institutions reflect broader
systemic deficiencies in transfer student support services. Karp (2016) emphasizes that effective
academic advising is crucial for student success, particularly for non-traditional students who
lack cultural capital and institutional knowledge. The multiplication of inadequate advising
across Dr. X's 11 institutions demonstrates what Handel (2013) identifies as the "advising gap",
the disconnect between student needs and institutional capacity to provide informed transfer
guidance.

Wyner et al. (2016) highlight that transfer students require specialized advising that
addresses unique challenges including credit evaluation, degree planning across institutions, and
financial aid implications. Dr. X's experience of encountering advisors with varying levels of
transfer expertise at each institution illustrates the inconsistency in institutional support systems
that Jain et al. (2011) identify as a critical barrier to transfer student success.

Financial Complications and Extended Timelines

The financial implications of Dr. X's extended educational journey align with research

demonstrating the significant economic costs of transfer pathways. Shapiro et al. (2018) found

that students who transfer multiple times are at higher risk of exhausting financial aid eligibility
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before degree completion. The National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2017) reports
that students with complex transfer patterns face increased total costs of education due to credit
loss, extended enrollment periods, and additional fees.

Dr. X's experience of navigating financial aid complications across multiple institutions
reflects what Goldrick-Rab (2016) describes as the "financial aid maze" that particularly
disadvantages mobile students. The intersection of federal aid lifetime limits with extended
degree timelines creates what Chen (2016) terms "financial aid cliffs" — points where students
lose eligibility despite continued educational need.

Personal Factors and Life Circumstances

The role of personal factors in Dr. X's multi-institutional journey reflects broader
research on non-traditional student experiences. Bean and Metzner (1985) seminal work on non-
traditional student attrition identifies external factors such as work responsibilities, family
obligations, and life transitions as primary influences on educational persistence. Dr. X's
"significant interruptions and directional shifts" exemplify what Pusser et al. (2007) describe as
the complex interplay between personal circumstances and institutional constraints.

The impact of military service on Dr. X's educational path aligns with research by
Rumann and Hamrick (2010) on student veterans, who often face unique challenges in credit
transfer and institutional navigation. DiRamio et al. (2008) emphasize that military-connected
students frequently attend multiple institutions due to deployment cycles and geographic
mobility, creating patterns like Dr. X's experience.

Implications for Policy and Practice
Dr. X's eventual success, attributed to "persistence and informal support" rather than

systematic institutional support, highlights the inadequacy of current transfer policies and
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practices. This finding supports Handel and Williams (2012) argument for comprehensive
transfer reform that addresses structural barriers rather than relying on individual resilience. The
case underscores calls by researchers such as Kisker et al. (2012) for improved articulation
agreements, standardized credit evaluation processes, and enhanced support services for mobile
students.

The complexity of Dr. X's journey demonstrates what Taylor and Jain (2017) describe as
the need for "transfer-receptive" institutional cultures that proactively support mobile students
rather than creating additional barriers. This case study provides empirical support for policy
recommendations including credit mobility reforms, enhanced financial aid flexibility, and
specialized support services for transfer students (Anderson et al., 2006).

Answers to the Study’s Research Questions

This chapter synthesizes the findings of the study by addressing the research questions
related to the barriers students experience when transferring between colleges, examining the
implications of these findings for educational practice, acknowledging the limitations of the
study, and offering recommendations for future research aimed at improving transfer processes
and student outcomes.

Research Question 1: What are the most predominant challenges transfer students in
higher education face when attempting to transfer between institutions?

The findings indicate that transfer students encounter several persistent and
interconnected challenges when transferring between institutions. One of the most significant
barriers is the loss of academic credits, as coursework completed at one institution is frequently
not fully accepted by the receiving institution, resulting in extended time to degree completion

and increased financial burden (Monaghan & Attewell, 2015). Personal barriers, including
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employment demands, family responsibilities, and time constraints, further complicate the
transfer process and limit students’ capacity to navigate institutional requirements effectively
(Townsend, 2008).

Additionally, insufficient academic advising emerged as a major challenge, with transfer
students often receiving inconsistent or unclear guidance regarding transfer requirements,
articulation agreements, and degree pathways (Jenkins & Fink, 2016). Financial complications,
such as increased tuition costs, loss or reduction of financial aid, and unanticipated fees, also
present substantial obstacles and contribute to transfer attrition (U.S. Government Accountability
Office [GAO], 2017). Finally, uncertain transfer pathways, characterized by unclear policies and
inconsistent credit-recognition practices across institutions, create confusion and hinder students’
ability to plan efficiently for degree completion (Handel & Williams, 2012).

Research Question 2: How can transfer practices be improved to mitigate the challenges
transfer students face?

Improving transfer practices requires a coordinated, student-centered approach that
directly addresses these identified barriers. Institutions can minimize credit loss by strengthening
articulation agreements, standardizing course equivalencies, and increasing transparency in
credit-transfer policies. To address personal barriers, institutions should expand flexible advising
options, offer online and evening support services, and provide targeted resources for working
students and those with family responsibilities.

Enhancing academic advising is critical and may include implementing specialized
transfer advising roles, improving inter-institutional communication, and initiating early transfer
planning to support informed decision-making (Handel & Williams, 2012). To alleviate financial

complications, institutions should improve financial aid counseling, clearly communicate cost
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expectations, and develop transfer-specific scholarships and grant opportunities (GAO, 2017).
Finally, clarifying transfer pathways through the use of structured degree maps, collaborative
partnerships between sending and receiving institutions, and accessible transfer-planning tools
can reduce uncertainty and promote timely degree completion for transfer students (Monaghan &
Attewell, 2015).
Implications for Practice

Despite ongoing efforts to improve transfer student success, current institutional practices
remain insufficient in addressing the complex and systemic barriers transfer students face
including the loss of academic credits, institutional inability to accommodate students’ personal
barriers, insufficient academic advising, financial support, and identifying structured pathways.
Loss of Academic Credits

One significant implication is the continued loss of academic credits, which reflects
inconsistencies in articulation agreements and credit-evaluation processes across institutions.
Even when formal transfer agreements exist, they are often limited in scope, inconsistently
applied, or poorly communicated to students, resulting in excess credit accumulation and
extended time to degree completion (GAO, 2017; Monaghan & Attewell, 2015). These practices
disproportionately affect students from community colleges and contribute to inequitable
educational outcomes.
Inadequate Accommodation of Personal Barriers

Another implication of practice involves the inadequate accommodation of personal
barriers faced by transfer students. Many institutional policies and support structures are
designed with traditional, first-time-in-college students in mind and fail to account for the

realities of transfer students who are more likely to balance employment, family responsibilities,
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and financial obligations (Townsend, 2008). Limited office hours, inflexible advising models,
and a lack of targeted support services reduce access to critical resources and hinder students’
ability to successfully navigate the transfer process.
Insufficient Academic Advising

Insufficient academic advising represents a persistent weakness in current transfer
practices. Research indicates that transfer students frequently receive fragmented or
contradictory advising from sending and receiving institutions, leaving them unclear about
degree requirements, course applicability, and transfer timelines (Jenkins & Fink, 2016).
Advisors may lack specialized training in transfer pathways or have limited knowledge of
articulation agreements, which further exacerbates student confusion. As a result, students are
often forced to make high-stakes academic decisions with incomplete or inaccurate information,
increasing the likelihood of credit loss and delayed completion.
Financial Support

Financial support practices also demonstrate notable implications. Financial
complications, including reduced financial aid eligibility, increased tuition costs, and
unanticipated expenses, are often inadequately addressed through institutional policies (GAO,
2017). Transfer students may lose access to institutional scholarships or face gaps in aid during
the transition between institutions. Moreover, financial aid counseling specifically to transfer
students is frequently underdeveloped, leaving students unprepared for the financial
consequences of transferring and contributing to attrition.
Identifying Transfer Pathways

Finally, research has identified that current practices fall short in providing clear and

structured transfer pathways. Many institutions lack transparent degree maps or well-defined
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transfer routes, forcing students to navigate complex systems independently (Handel &
Williams, 2012). The absence of standardized pathways creates uncertainty and undermines
students’ ability to plan effectively for degree completion. This lack of clarity disproportionately
impacts first-generation students and those with limited access to social capital, further
reinforcing inequities within higher education transfer systems (Jenkins & Fink, 2016).

Collectively, these implications to the practice of higher education highlight a disconnect
between institutional intentions and student experiences. While policies aimed at supporting
transfer students exist, they are often fragmented, inconsistently implemented, and insufficiently
aligned with the needs of transfer populations. Addressing these shortcomings will require
greater inter-institutional collaboration, intentional design of transfer-centered support structures,
and a commitment to equity-driven reform in transfer policy and practice.

Limitations

While the findings of this study provide valuable insight into the challenges transfer
students face, several limitations should be considered when interpreting the results. First, the
identification of credit loss, personal barriers, insufficient advising, financial complications, and
uncertain transfer pathways reflects common trends documented in transfer literature; however,
these findings may not fully capture the variability of transfer experiences across institutional
contexts. Transfer policies, articulation agreements, and support structures differ widely by state,
system, and institution, which limits the generalizability of the findings beyond the specific
population examined (Handel & Williams, 2012; Jenkins & Fink, 2016).
Credit Loss

Another limitation relates to the complexity of credit loss as a construct. While the

participant identified loss of credits as a significant barrier, the study may not fully distinguish
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between credits lost due to institutional policy versus those lost as a result of the student
changing majors or academic goals. Prior research suggests that both structural factors and
student decision-making contribute to credit loss, making it difficult to attribute this challenge to
a single cause (Monaghan & Attewell, 2015). As a result, the findings may oversimplify the
underlying mechanisms that lead to excess credit accumulation.
Personal Barriers

The findings related to personal barriers are also subject to limitation. Personal
responsibilities such as employment, caregiving, and time constraints are often self-reported and
may vary in intensity over time. These factors are influenced by broader socioeconomic
conditions that extend beyond institutional control (Townsend, 2008). Consequently, the study’s
findings may reflect participant perceptions at a particular point in time rather than sustained or
consistent barriers throughout the transfer process.
Insufficient Academic Advising

Similarly, conclusions regarding insufficient academic advising may be influenced by
students’ individual expectations and prior experiences with advising. Research indicates that
advising quality is often perceived differently depending on students’ levels of institutional
knowledge and social capital (Jenkins & Fink, 2016). Therefore, the findings may emphasize
perceived advising gaps without fully accounting for institutional constraints such as advisor
caseloads or variations in advising models across institutions.
Financial Complications

The findings related to financial complications also warrant careful interpretation. While
students identified financial challenges as a significant barrier, the study may not fully account

for the broader financial aid landscape, including federal, state, and institutional policies that
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shape students’ financial experiences during transfer (GAO, 2017). Additionally, financial
barriers often intersect with other challenges, such as credit loss and delayed graduation, making
it difficult to isolate their independent impact on transfer outcomes.

Uncertain Transfer Pathways

Finally, the theme of uncertain transfer pathways reflects students’ experiences
navigating complex and often opaque systems; however, the findings may not fully capture
recent policy reforms or emerging statewide transfer initiatives designed to improve pathway
clarity (Handel & Williams, 2012). As transfer policies continue to evolve, the relevance of some
findings may diminish over time, particularly in contexts where institutions have implemented
structured degree maps or guaranteed transfer agreements.

Taken together, these limitations suggest that while the findings offer meaningful insight
into the barriers transfer students face, they should be interpreted as contextual and exploratory
rather than definitive. Future research using longitudinal designs, multi-institutional samples, and
mixed methods approaches may help address these limitations and provide a more
comprehensive understanding of transfer student experiences (Jenkins & Fink, 2016).

Suggestions for Future Research

The findings of this study highlight several areas where additional research is needed to
deepen understanding of the transfer student experience and to inform more effective
institutional and policy responses. Given the complexity of transfer processes and the variability
across institutional contexts, future research should adopt designs that further examine the
systemic, financial, and personal factors influencing transfer student success.

Credit Loss Impacts
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First, future research should explore credit loss using longitudinal and multi-institutional
approaches. While this study identified credit loss as a major barrier, additional research tracking
students across institutions over time would provide greater insight into how credit loss affects
persistence, time to degree, and overall educational outcomes (Monaghan & Attewell, 2015).
Studies that differentiate between credits lost due to institutional policies and those resulting
from major changes or student decision-making would also help clarify the underlying
mechanisms contributing to excess credit accumulation.

Holistic Examination of Personal Barriers

Further investigation into personal barriers is also warranted, particularly research that
examines how work, family responsibilities, and socioeconomic factors intersect with
institutional practices. Qualitative studies that center student voices could provide richer insight
into how these barriers evolve throughout the transfer process and how students develop coping
strategies (Townsend, 2008). Additionally, future research should consider disaggregating
findings by student characteristics such as first-generation status, race and ethnicity, and
enrollment intensity to better understand inequities in transfer experiences.

Academic Advising Models

Given the prominence of insufficient academic advising in the findings, future research
should examine the effectiveness of different advising models for transfer students. Comparative
studies evaluating specialized transfer advising, proactive advising approaches, and cross-
institutional advising partnerships could identify best practices for supporting students before
and after transfer (Jenkins & Fink, 2016). Research examining advisor training, caseloads, and
institutional resources would also contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of

advising-related challenges.
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Financial Challenges

Financial complications represent another critical area for future research. Additional
studies should investigate how financial aid policies, tuition differentials, and scholarship
availability influence transfer decisions and outcomes. Mixed-methods research combining
institutional data with student narratives could illuminate how financial uncertainty interacts with
credit loss and delayed graduation (U.S. Government Accountability Office [GAO], 2017).
Moreover, evaluating the effectiveness of transfer-specific financial interventions, such as
completion grants or emergency aid, could inform policy and practice.
Improving Uncertain Pathways

Future research should also focus on improving understanding of uncertain transfer
pathways. Policy-focused studies examining statewide articulation agreements, guided pathways,
and guaranteed transfer programs could assess their effectiveness in reducing confusion and
promoting timely degree completion (Handel & Williams, 2012). Comparative research across
states or higher education systems may help identify scalable models that support transfer
student success.
Expansion of the Research Scope

Finally, future research would benefit from methodological expansion. Studies
employing mixed-methods or longitudinal designs can provide a more nuanced understanding of
transfer experiences over time. Additionally, research that includes perspectives from advisors,
administrators, and policymakers may help bridge the gap between student experiences and
institutional decision-making (Jenkins & Fink, 2016). Such approaches would contribute to a

more holistic and actionable body of knowledge on transfer student success.
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Collectively, these suggested areas for future research underscore the need for sustained
scholarly attention to transfer student pathways. By building on the findings of this study, future
research can help inform more equitable, transparent, and student-centered transfer systems
within higher education.

Conclusion

The purposes of this study were to identify the challenges transfer students faced when
attempting to transfer between institutions and to explore how these challenges are mitigated by
the improvement of common transfer practices. This study examined the challenges transfer
students face when attempting to move between higher education institutions and explored how
improvements in common transfer practices may help mitigate these challenges. The findings
revealed that transfer students encounter persistent barriers, including the loss of academic
credits, personal responsibilities, insufficient academic advising, financial complications, and
unclear transfer pathways. Collectively, these challenges contribute to delays in degree
completion and increased financial and emotional strain for students. By identifying these
barriers, the study contributes to a deeper understanding of the structural and experiential factors
that shape transfer student outcomes and underscores the need for more intentional, student-
centered transfer systems.

In addition, this study highlights the importance of strengthening transfer practices to
better support student mobility and success. Improvements such as clearer articulation
agreements, enhanced advising models, targeted financial support, and transparent degree
pathways have the potential to reduce transfer-related barriers and promote equitable access to
educational opportunities. While the findings are context-specific, they offer valuable

implications for institutions and policymakers seeking to improve transfer processes. Ultimately,
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this research reinforces the critical role of effective transfer practices in supporting student
persistence and degree attainment and provides a foundation for continued research and reform

in higher education transfer pathways.



90

REFERENCES

Adelman, C. (2013). Searching for our lost associates’ degrees: Project Win-Win at the finish
line. Institute for Higher Education Policy.

Allen, J. M., Smith, C. L., & Muehleck, J. K. (2013). What kinds of advising are important to
community college pre- and post-transfer students? Community College Review, 41(4),
330-345. https://doi.org/10.1177/0091552113505320

Allen, J. M., Smith, C. L., & Muehleck, J. K. (2014). Pre- and post-transfer academic advising:
What students say are the similarities and differences. Journal of College Student
Development, 55(4), 353-367. https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2014.0034

American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers, Council for Higher
Education Accreditation, & American Council on Education. (2021). Joint statement on
the transfer and award of credit. https://www.acenet.edu/Documents/Joint-Statement-
Transfer-of-Credit.pdf

American Association of Community Colleges. (2020). Fast facts.
https://www.aacc.nche.edu/research-trends/fast-facts/

American Council on Education. (2021). Credit for prior learning.
https://www.acenet.edu/Programs-Services/Pages/Credit-Transcripts/Credit-for-Prior-
Learning.aspx

Anderson, G. M., Sun, J. C., & Alfonso, M. (2006). Effectiveness of statewide articulation
agreements on the probability of transfer: A preliminary policy analysis. The Review of
Higher Education, 29(3), 261-291. https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.2006.0014

Anderson, L. (2015). Reverse transfer: The path less traveled. Education Commission of the

States. https://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/01/18/77/11877.pdf


https://doi.org/10.1177/0091552113505320
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2014.0034
https://www.acenet.edu/Documents/Joint-Statement-
https://www.acenet.edu/Documents/Joint-Statement-
https://www.aacc.nche.edu/research-trends/fast-facts/
https://www.acenet.edu/Programs-Services/Pages/Credit-Transcripts/Credit-for-Prior-
https://www.acenet.edu/Programs-Services/Pages/Credit-Transcripts/Credit-for-Prior-
https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.2006.0014
https://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/01/18/77/11877.pdf

91

Anderson, M. K., & Miller, S. T. (2022). The evolution of research universities: From Humboldt
to the modern era. Higher Education Review, 56(2), 89—112.

Andrews, H. A. (2019). Degree completion is an “all-in” process! Community College Journal of
Research and Practice, 43(7), 530-533. https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2018.1505570

Bailey, T. R., Jaggars, S. S., & Jenkins, D. (2015). Redesigning America’s community colleges:
A clearer path to student success. Harvard University Press.

Baker, R. (2016). The effects of structured transfer pathways in community colleges.
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 38(4), 626—646.
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373716651491

Baker, R. L., & Thompson, S. A. (2022). The enduring value of liberal arts education: Evidence
from longitudinal studies. Journal of Higher Education, 93(4), 215-234.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2021.1993732

Bautsch, B. (2013). State policies to improve student transfer. National Conference of State
Legislatures. http://www.ncsl.org/documents/educ/student-transfer.pdf

Bean, J. P., & Metzner, B. S. (1985). A conceptual model of nontraditional undergraduate
student attrition. Review of Educational Research, 55(4), 485-540.
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543055004485

Bensimon, E. M. (2007). The underestimated significance of practitioner knowledge in the
scholarship on student success. The Review of Higher Education, 30(4), 441-469.
https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.2007.0032

Bers, T., & Schuetz, P. (2014). Nearbies: A missing piece of the college completion conundrum.
Community College Review, 42(3), 167—183. https://doi.org/10.1177/0091552114525834

Bok, D. (2013). Higher education in America. Princeton University Press.


https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2018.1505570
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373716651491
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2021.1993732
http://www.ncsl.org/documents/educ/student-transfer.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543055004485
https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.2007.0032
https://doi.org/10.1177/0091552114525834

92

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In J. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of theory and
research for the sociology of education (pp. 241-258). Greenwood.

Bragg, D. D. (2017). Transfer matters: Forward to the special issue on transfer. Community
College Review, 45(4), 267-272. https://doi.org/10.1177/0091552117737066

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in
Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Brown, A. R. (2011). Swirling: An examination of time-to-degree, reasons, and outcomes
associated with multi-institutional transfers (Publication No. 3465210) [Doctoral
dissertation, University of Michigan]. ProQuest Dissertations Publishing.

Buenaflor, S. H. (2023). Transfer student self-efficacy: A success-oriented narrative of the
transfer student experience. Community College Journal of Research and Practice, 47(2),
123-138. https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2021.1967226

Burns, K. (2010). At issue: Community college student success variables: A review of the
literature. The Community College Enterprise, 16(2), 33-61.

Campbell, S. M., & Page, R. (2013). Developing a comprehensive approach to transfer student
success. Stylus Publishing.

Carnegie Foundation. (2021). Carnegie Classifications update: Research university criteria and
implications. Journal of Higher Education Management, 35(1), 15-28.

Cejda, B. D., & Chametzky, B. (2014). Articulation agreements: A review of the literature.
Community College Journal of Research and Practice, 38(4), 258-270.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2013.774892

Chamberlain, A. W., & Parnell, A. (2022). Advising as a strategy for achieving equitable student

outcomes. MDRC. https://www.mdrc.org/work/publications/advising-strategy-achieving-



https://doi.org/10.1177/0091552117737066
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2021.1967226
https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2013.774892
https://www.mdrc.org/work/publications/advising-strategy-achieving-equitable-student-outcomes

93

equitable-student-outcomesChen, R. (2016). The effect of financial aid on student

success: A comparative study. Journal of Student Financial Aid, 46(1), 1-18.

Chen, Y. A. (2023). Social capital for vertical transfers: The multidimensional predictor of post-
transfer adjustment and academic performance. Journal of College Student Retention:
Research, Theory & Practice. Advance online publication.
https://doi.org/10.1177/15210251231157242

Clandinin, D. J., & Connelly, F. M. (2000). Narrative inquiry: Experience and story in
qualitative research. Jossey-Bass.

Clausen, C., & Wessel, R. D. (2015). Transfer shock: Predicting academic success after
transition. Journal of College Orientation, Transition, and Retention, 23(1).
https://doi.org/10.24926/jcotr.v2311.2897

Clayton, A. B., & Worsham, R. E. (2024). Preparing students for postsecondary success: The
effects of college advising on college readiness. Innovative Higher Education, 49(1), 1—-

24. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-023-09664-7

Cochran-Smith, M., & Lytle, S. L. (2009). Inquiry as stance: Practitioner research for the next
generation. Teachers College Press.

Cohen, A. M., Brawer, F. B., & Kisker, C. B. (2014). The American community college (6th ed.).
Jossey-Bass.

Coleman, J. S. (1988). Social capital in the creation of human capital. American Journal of
Sociology, 94(Supplement), S95-S120. https://doi.org/10.1086/228943

Community College Research Center. (2015). What we know about transfer. Teachers College,
Columbia University. https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/what-we-know-about-

transfer.html


https://www.mdrc.org/work/publications/advising-strategy-achieving-equitable-student-outcomes
https://doi.org/10.1177/15210251231157242
https://doi.org/10.24926/jcotr.v23i1.2897
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-023-09664-7
https://doi.org/10.1086/228943
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/what-we-know-about-
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/what-we-know-about-

94

Cortes-Lopez, E., & Taylor, J. L. (2020). Reverse credit transfer and the value of the associate’s
degree: Multiple and contradictory meanings. Community College Journal of Research
and Practice, 44(1), 61-77. https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2018.1556134

Council for Adult and Experiential Learning. (2010). Fueling the race to postsecondary success:
A 48-institution study of prior learning assessment and adult student outcomes.
https://www.cael.org/adultstudent/publication/pla-fueling-the-race

Council for Higher Education Accreditation. (2020). Accreditation and student learning
outcomes. Perspectives on accreditor policies and practices. CHEA.

Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among five approaches
(3rd ed.). Sage.

Creswell, J. W., & Creswell, J. D. (2023). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed
methods approaches (6th ed.). Sage.

Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among
five approaches (4th ed.). Sage.

Crisp, G., & Cruz, L. (2009). Mentoring college students: A critical review of the literature
between 1990 and 2007. Research in Higher Education, 50(6), 525-545.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-009-9130-2

De los Santos, A. G., & Wright, 1. (1990). Maricopa’s swirling students: Earning one-third of
Arizona State’s bachelor’s degrees. Community, Technical, and Junior College Journal,
60(6), 32-34.

Deane, K. C,, Fink, J., Jenkins, D., & Wyner, J. (2016). The transfer playbook: Essentials of two-
and four-year colleges. Community College Research Center.

Degrees When Due. (n.d.). Degrees When Due. https://degreeswhendue.com/


https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2018.1556134
https://www.cael.org/adultstudent/publication/pla-fueling-the-race
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-009-9130-2
https://degreeswhendue.com/

95

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2018). The SAGE handbook of qualitative research (5th ed.).
Sage.

DiRamio, D., Ackerman, R., & Mitchell, R. L. (2008). From combat to campus: Voices of
student-veterans. NASPA Journal, 45(1), 73—102. https://doi.org/10.2202/1949-
6605.1908

Dougherty, K. J., & Kienzl, G. S. (2006). It’s not enough to get through the open door:
Inequalities by social background in transfer from community colleges to four-year
colleges. Teachers College Record, 108(3), 452—487. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
9620.2006.00658.x

Eaton, J. S. (2012). An overview of U.S. accreditation. Council for Higher Education
Accreditation.

Eaton, J. S. (2015). Accreditation and recognition in the United States: A historical perspective.
Council for Higher Education Accreditation.

Eaton, J. S. (2015). An overview of U.S. accreditation. Council for Higher Education
Accreditation.

Eisenhardt, K. M. (1989). Building theories from case study research. Academy of Management
Review, 14(4), 532-550. https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1989.4308385

Fain, P. (2015, July 8). More than a third of college students transfer. Inside Higher Ed.
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2015/07/08/more-third-college-students-
transfer

Federal Student Aid. (2024, January 5). Annual loan limits for students who transfer or change

programs. Federal Student Aid Handbook 2024-25.


https://doi.org/10.2202/1949-
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1989.4308385
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2015/07/08/more-third-college-students-
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2015/07/08/more-third-college-students-

96

https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/fsa-handbook/2024-2025/vol8/ch7-annual-
loan-limits-students-who-transfer-or-change-programs

Feygin, A., Miller, T., Poole, J., Hatcher, M., & Choi, L. (2022). Advising for college success:
Policies, practices, and programs that support students on the path to college

completion. American Institutes for Research.

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED626635.pdf

Giani, M. (2019). The correlates of credit loss: How demographics, pre-transfer academics and
institutions relate to the loss of credits for vertical transfer students. Research in Higher
Education. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-019-09548-w

Gill, P. W., & Harrison, L. M. (2018). The completion agenda impact on student affairs practice
in community colleges. Community College Journal of Research and Practice, 42(11),
797-811. https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2018.1448728

Gillen, A., Bennett, D. L., & Vedder, R. (2010). The inmates running the asylum? An analysis of
higher education accreditation. Center for College Affordability and Productivity.

Goldrick-Rab, S. (2006). Following their every move: An investigation of social-class
differences in college pathways. Sociology of Education, 79(1), 61-79.
https://doi.org/10.1177/003804070607900104

Goldrick-Rab, S. (2016). Paying the price: College costs, financial aid, and the betrayal of the
American dream. University of Chicago Press.

Goodman, J., Schlossberg, N. K., & Anderson, M. L. (2006). Counseling adults in transition:

Linking Schlossberg’s theory with practice in a diverse world (3rd ed.). Springer.


https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/fsa-handbook/2024-2025/vol8/ch7-annual-
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/fsa-handbook/2024-2025/vol8/ch7-annual-
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED626635.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-019-09548-w
https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2018.1448728
https://doi.org/10.1177/003804070607900104

97

Handel, S. J. (2013). The transfer moment: The pivotal partnership between community colleges
and four-year institutions in securing the nation’s college completion agenda. New
Directions for Higher Education, 2013(162), 5—-15. https://doi.org/10.1002/he.20052

Handel, S. J., & Williams, R. A. (2012). The promise of the transfer pathway.: Opportunity and
challenge for community college students seeking the baccalaureate degree. College
Board Advocacy & Policy Center.

Harris, M. K., & Chen, W. (2021). Industry alignment in technical education: A comprehensive
analysis of program outcomes. Journal of Career and Technical Education, 38(2), 145—
167.

Hayes, S., Lindeman, L., & Lukszo, C. (2020). The Role of Academic Advisors in the
Development of Transfer Student Capital. NACADA Journal, 40(1), 49-63.
https://eric.ed.gov/?1d=EJ 1260384

Hayward, M. S., & Williams, M. R. (2015). Adult learner graduation rates improvement through
prior learning assessment. The Journal of Continuing Higher Education, 63(1), 21-33.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07377363.2015.1000110

Herr, K., & Anderson, G. L. (2015). The action research dissertation: A guide for students and
faculty (2nd ed.). Sage.

Hills, J. R. (1965). Transfer shock: The academic performance of the junior college transfer. The
Journal of Experimental Education, 33(3), 201-215.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.1965.11010875

Hodara, M., Martinez-Wenzl, M., Stevens, D., & Mazzeo, C. (2017). Exploring credit mobility

and major-specific pathways: A policy analysis and student perspective on community


https://doi.org/10.1002/he.20052
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1260384
https://doi.org/10.1080/07377363.2015.1000110
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.1965.11010875

college to university transfer. Community College Review, 45(4), 331-349.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0091552117724197

Horn, L., & Carroll, C. D. (1996). Nontraditional undergraduates: Trends in enrollment from

98

1986 to 1992 and persistence and attainment among 1989-90 beginning postsecondary

students (NCES 97-578). National Center for Education Statistics.

Horn, L., & Skomsvold, P. (2011). Community college student outcomes: 1994—2009 (NCES
2012-253). National Center for Education Statistics.

Jain, D., Herrera, A., & Bernal, S. (2011). Critical race theory and the transfer function:
Introducing a transfer receptive culture. Community College Journal of Research and
Practice, 35(3), 252-266. https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2011.526525

Jenkins, D., & Cho, S.-W. (2013). Get with the program... and finish it: Building guided
pathways to accelerate student completion. New Directions for Community Colleges,
2013(164), 27-35. https://doi.org/10.1002/cc.20078

Jenkins, D., & Fink, J. (2016). Tracking transfer: New measures of institutional and state
effectiveness in helping community college students attain bachelor’s degrees.
Community College Research Center, Columbia University.

Karp, M. M. (2016). A holistic conception of nonacademic support: How four mechanisms

combine to encourage positive student outcomes in the community college. New

Directions for Community Colleges, 2016(175), 33—44. https://doi.org/10.1002/cc.20209

Kasworm, C. (2018). Adult students: A confusing world in undergraduate higher education. The

Journal of Continuing Higher Education, 66(2), 77-87.

https://doi.org/10.1080/07377363.2018.1469077


https://doi.org/10.1177/0091552117724197
https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2011.526525
https://doi.org/10.1002/cc.20078
https://doi.org/10.1002/cc.20209
https://doi.org/10.1080/07377363.2018.1469077

99

Kasworm, C. E. (2003). Adult meaning-making in the undergraduate classroom. Adult Education
Quarterly, 53(2), 81-98. https://doi.org/10.1177/0741713602238905

Kemmis, S., & McTaggart, R. (2000). Participatory action research. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S.
Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (2nd ed., pp. 567—-605). Sage.

Kemmis, S., McTaggart, R., & Nixon, R. (2014). The action research planner: Doing critical
participatory action research. Springer.

Kirk-Kuwaye, C., & Kirk-Kuwaye, M. (2007). A study of engagement patterns of lateral and
vertical transfer students during their first semester at a public research university.
Journal of The First-Year Experience & Students in Transition, 19(2), 9-27.

Kisker, C. B., Wagoner, R. L., & Cohen, A. M. (2012). Implementing statewide transfer and
articulation reform: An analysis of transfer associate degrees in four states. Community
College Review, 40(4), 295-324. https://doi.org/10.1177/0091552112455627

Klein-Collins, R. (2010). Fueling the race to postsecondary success: A 48-institution study of
prior learning assessment and adult student outcomes. Council for Adult and
Experiential Learning.

Klein-Collins, R. (2015). PLA is your business. Pricing and other considerations for the PLA
business model. Council for Adult and Experiential Learning.
https://www.cael.org/pla/publication/pla-is-your-business

Kolb, D. A. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and
development. Prentice Hall.

Kram, K. E. (1983). Phases of the mentor relationship. Academy of Management Journal, 26(4),

608-625. https://doi.org/10.5465/255910


https://doi.org/10.1177/0741713602238905
https://doi.org/10.1177/0091552112455627
https://www.cael.org/pla/publication/pla-is-your-business
https://doi.org/10.5465/255910

100

Kreighbaum, A. (2019, June 12). A tougher road for colleges. Inside Higher Ed.
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/06/12/trump-administration-issues-final-
rules-accreditors

Kuh, G. D,, Kinzie, J., Schuh, J. H., & Whitt, E. J. (20006). Student success in college: Creating
conditions that matter. Jossey-Bass.

Kvale, S., & Brinkmann, S. (2009). InterViews: Learning the craft of qualitative research
interviewing (2nd ed.). Sage.

Laanan, F. S. (2001). Transfer student adjustment. New Directions for Community Colleges,
2001(114), 5-13. https://doi.org/10.1002/cc.16

Laanan, F. S. (2004). Transfer student adjustment. In Student services: A handbook for the
profession (4th ed., pp. 279-298). Jossey-Bass.

Laanan, F. S., Starobin, S. S., & Eggleston, L. E. (2010). Adjustment of community college
students at a four-year university: Role and relevance of transfer student capital for
student retention. Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice,
12(2), 175-209. https://doi.org/10.2190/CS.12.2.d

Laanan, F. S., Starobin, S. S., & Eggleston, L. E. (2010). Deconstructing the transfer process:
Racial/ethnic differences in transfer behavior among community college students. New
Directions for Community Colleges, 2010(150), 5—14. https://doi.org/10.1002/cc.391

Ledwith, K. E. (2014). Academic advising and career services: A collaborative approach. New
Directions for Student Services, 2014(148), 49—-63. https://doi.org/10.1002/ss.20108

Manz, N. (2015). Transfer student success and retention. In M. A. Poisel & S. Joseph (Eds.), The

transfer handbook (pp. 45—62). AACRAO Publishing.


https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/06/12/trump-administration-issues-final-
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/06/12/trump-administration-issues-final-
https://doi.org/10.1002/cc.16
https://doi.org/10.2190/CS.12.2.d
https://doi.org/10.1002/cc.391
https://doi.org/10.1002/ss.20108

101

Marling, J. L. (2013). Navigating the new normal: Transfer trends, issues, and recommendations.
New Directions for Higher Education, 2013(162), 77-87.
https://doi.org/10.1002/he.20056

Martinez, J. R., & Chen, W. (2023). Faculty-student engagement at liberal arts colleges: A
comparative analysis. Research in Higher Education, 64(2), 178—196.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-022-09695-5

McCormick, A. C. (2003). Swirling and double-dipping: New patterns of student attendance and
their implications for higher education. New Directions for Higher Education, 2003(121),
13-24. https://doi.org/10.1002/he.98

McMillan, A., & Barber III, D. (2020). Credit hour to contact hour: Using the Carnegie unit to
measure student learning in the United States. Journal of Higher Education Theory and
Practice, 20(2), 88—96.

Merriam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2016). Qualitative research: A guide to design and
implementation (4th ed.). Jossey-Bass.

Mertler, C. A. (2020). Action research: Improving schools and empowering educators (6th ed.).
Sage.

Miller, A. (2013). Institutional practices that facilitate bachelor’s degree completion for transfer
students. New Directions for Higher Education, 2013(162), 39-50.
https://doi.org/10.1002/he.20053

Mills, G. E. (2011). Action research: A guide for the teacher researcher (4th ed.). Pearson.

Monaghan, D. B., & Attewell, P. (2015). The community college route to the bachelor's degree.
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 37(1), 70-91.

https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373714521865


https://doi.org/10.1002/he.20056
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-022-09695-5
https://doi.org/10.1002/he.98
https://doi.org/10.1002/he.20053
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373714521865

102

National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. (2017). Transfer and mobility: A national view
of student movement in postsecondary institutions.
https://nscresearchcenter.org/signaturereport7/

National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. (2018). Transfer and mobility: A national view
of student movement in postsecondary institutions, Fall 2011 cohort (Signature Report
No. 15). https://nscresearchcenter.org/signaturereport15/

National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. (2024). Transfer and progress.
https://nscresearchcenter.org/transfer-and-progress/

Nizza, L. E., Farr, J., & Smith, J. A. (2021). Achieving excellence in interpretative
phenomenological analysis (IPA): Four markers of high quality. Qualitative Research in
Psychology, 18(3), 369—386. https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2020.1854404

Nunez, A. M., & Yoshimi, J. (2017). A phenomenology of transfer: Students’ experiences at a
receiving institution. Innovative Higher Education, 42, 173—-187.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-016-9374-7

Odle, T. K., & Russell, L. C. (2023). The impact of reverse transfer associate degrees on
education and labor market outcomes. Journal of Policy Analysis and Management,
42(3), 715-744. https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.22480

Palaganas, E. C., Sanchez, M. C., Molintas, M. V. P., & Caricativo, R. D. (2017). Reflexivity in
qualitative research. The Qualitative Report, 22(2), 426—438.

Patton, M. Q. (2015). Qualitative research & evaluation methods (4th ed.). Sage.

Phi Theta Kappa Honor Society. (2024). Transfer Honor Roll. https://www.ptk.org/phi-theta-

kappa-recognizes-228-colleges-for-exemplary-transfer-pathways/


https://nscresearchcenter.org/signaturereport7/
https://nscresearchcenter.org/signaturereport15/
https://nscresearchcenter.org/transfer-and-progress/
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2020.1854404
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-016-9374-7
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.22480
https://www.ptk.org/phi-theta-
https://www.ptk.org/phi-theta-

103

Poisel, M. A., & Joseph, S. (2018). Building transfer student pathways for college and career
success. University of South Carolina.

Pusser, B., Breneman, D. W., Gansneder, B. M., Kohl, K. J., Levin, J. S., Milam, J. H., &
Turner, S. E. (2007). Returning to learning: Adults’ success in college is key to America’s
future. Lumina Foundation.

Rawlings, H. R. (2019). American higher education: A guide for presidents, trustees, and
aspiring academics. Cornell University Press.

Reason, P., & Bradbury, H. (Eds.). (2008). The SAGE handbook of action research:
Participative inquiry and practice (2nd ed.). Sage.

Reed, M. (2020, September 15). No more regional accreditors. Inside Higher Ed.
https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/confessions-community-college-dean/no-more-
regional-accreditors

Research Alliance for New York City Schools. (2020). Early exposure to and preparation for

college: A guide for educators. New York University. https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/research-

alliance/early-exposure-preparation-college-guide-educators

Roberts, J. L., & Chen, W. (2023). Economic impact of research universities: A national
analysis. Research Policy Review, 42(3), 301-322.

Rodriguez, A. L., & Smith, B. T. (2023). The evolution of technical colleges: Meeting workforce
demands in the modern economy. Vocational Education Quarterly, 45(1), 23-42.

Rubin, H. J., & Rubin, L. S. (2012). Qualitative interviewing: The art of hearing data (3rd ed.).

Sage.


https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/confessions-community-college-dean/no-more-
https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/confessions-community-college-dean/no-more-
https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/research-alliance/early-exposure-preparation-college-guide-educators
https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/research-alliance/early-exposure-preparation-college-guide-educators

104

Rumann, C. B., & Hamrick, F. A. (2010). Student veterans in transition: Re-enrolling after war
zone deployments. The Journal of Higher Education, 81(4), 431-458.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2010.11779060

Rust, D. Z., & Ikard, W. L. (2016). Prior learning assessment portfolio completion: Improved
outcomes at a public institution. The Journal of Continuing Higher Education, 64(2),
130-134. https://doi.org/10.1080/07377363.2016.1177871

Schlossberg, N. K. (1981). A model for analyzing human adaptation to transition. The
Counseling Psychologist, 9(2), 2—18. https://doi.org/10.1177/001100008100900202

Schlossberg, N. K. (1984). Counseling adults in transition: Linking practice with theory.
Springer.

Schlossberg, N. K. (2011). The challenge of change: The transition model and its applications.
Journal of Employment Counseling, 48(4), 159—162. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2161-
1920.2011.tb01102.x

Schlossberg, N. K., Waters, E. B., & Goodman, J. (1995). Counseling adults in transition:
Linking Schlossberg’s theory with practice (2nd ed.). Springer.

Schuetz, P. (2014). Nearbies: A missing piece of the college completion conundrum. Community
College Review, 42(3), 167—183. https://doi.org/10.1177/0091552114525834 (Duplicate
removed; already included under Bers & Schuetz, 2014.)

Scrivener, S., Weiss, M. J., & Sommo, C. (2012). What can a multifaceted program do for
community college students? Early results from an evaluation of Accelerated Study in

Associate Programs (ASAP) for developmental education students. MDRC.


https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2010.11779060
https://doi.org/10.1080/07377363.2016.1177871
https://doi.org/10.1177/001100008100900202
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2161-
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2161-
https://doi.org/10.1177/0091552114525834

105

Shapiro, D., Dundar, A., Huie, F., Wakhungu, P., Yuan, X., Nathan, A., & Bhimdiwala, A.
(2017). Completing college: A national view of student completion rates—Fall 2011
cohort (Signature Report No. 14). National Student Clearinghouse Research Center.

Shapiro, D., Dundar, A., Wakhungu, P., Yuan, X., Nathan, A., & Hwang, Y. (2016). Time to
degree: A national view of the time enrolled and elapsed for associate and bachelor’s
degree earners (Signature Report No. 11). National Student Clearinghouse Research
Center.

Shapiro, D., Ryu, M., Huie, F., Liu, Q., & Zheng, Y. (2023). Transfer and progress: Fall 2015
cohort. National Student Clearinghouse Research Center.

Smith, B. L., & Allen, J. M. (2014). Toward a theory of advising: An exploratory study of
advising and student success. Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory &
Practice, 16(1), 1-25. https://doi.org/10.2190/CS.16.1.a

Smith, J. A., Flowers, P., & Larkin, M. (2009). Interpretative phenomenological analysis:
Theory, method and research. Sage.

Smith, M. J., & Holcomb, M. (2018). The role of advising in transfer student success: A
qualitative study. Journal of Student Affairs Research and Practice, 55(3), 295-307.
https://doi.org/10.1080/19496591.2018.1474754

Spady, W. G. (1970). Dropouts from higher education: An interdisciplinary review and
synthesis. Interchange, 1(1), 64-85. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02214313

Spady, W. G. (1971). Dropouts from higher education: Toward an empirical model. Interchange,
2(3), 38—62. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF(02282469

Stake, R. E. (1995). The art of case study research. Sage.


https://doi.org/10.2190/CS.16.1.a
https://doi.org/10.1080/19496591.2018.1474754
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02214313
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02282469

106

Starobin, S. S., Smith, C., & Laanan, F. S. (2016). Revisiting transfer student capital: The role of
community college students’ educational experiences. Community College Journal of
Research and Practice, 40(12), 1040—1054.

Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1998). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for
developing grounded theory (2nd ed.). Sage.

Taylor, J. L., & Jain, D. (2017). The multiple dimensions of transfer: Examining the transfer
function in American higher education. Community College Review, 45(4), 273-293.

Terenzini, P. T., & Pascarella, E. T. (1991). Twenty years of research on college students:
Lessons for future research. Research in Higher Education, 32(1), 83-92.
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00992835

Tinto, V. (1975). Dropout from higher education: A theoretical synthesis of recent research.
Review of Educational Research, 45(1), 89—125.
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543045001089

Tinto, V. (1987). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of student attrition.
University of Chicago Press.

Tinto, V. (1993). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of student attrition (2nd ed.).
University of Chicago Press.

Townsend, B. K. (1995). Community college transfer students: A case study of survival. The
Review of Higher Education, 18(2), 175-193. https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.1995.0012

Townsend, B. K. (2001). Redefining the community college transfer mission. Community

College Review, 29(2), 29-42. https://doi.org/10.1177/009155210102900203


https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00992835
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543045001089
https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.1995.0012
https://doi.org/10.1177/009155210102900203

107

Townsend, B. K., & Wilson, K. B. (2006). “A hand hold for a little bit”: Factors facilitating the
success of community college transfer students to a large research university. Journal of
College Student Development, 47(4), 439—-456. https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2006.0052

Townsend, B. K. (2008). “Feeling like a freshman again”: The transfer student transition. New
Directions for Higher Education, 2008(144), 69—77. https://doi.org/10.1002/he.325

Travers, N., Smith, B., Ellis, L., Brady, T., Feldman, L., Hakim, K., Skiba, R., & Walters, S.
(2014). Language of evaluation: How PLA evaluators write about student learning. The
International Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning, 15(1), 293-318.

Umbach, P. D., & Wawrzynski, M. R. (2005). Faculty do matter: The role of college faculty in
student learning and engagement. Research in Higher Education, 46(2), 153—184.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-004-1598-1

U.S. Department of Education. (2020). Accreditation: Universities and higher education.
https://www.ed.gov/accreditation

U.S. Department of Education, Office of Postsecondary Education. (2023). Database of
accredited postsecondary institutions and programs. https://ope.ed.gov/dapip/

U.S. Government Accountability Office. (2017). Higher education: Students need more
information to help reduce challenges in transferring college credits (GAO-17-574).

Wang, X. (2016). Pathways to a STEM degree: Factors affecting student transfer and success.
Jossey-Bass.

Wang, X., Wickersham, K., & Sun, N. (2017). The role of community colleges in STEM
bachelor’s degree attainment: A latent class analysis. Journal of Higher Education, 88(3),

376—404. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2016.1272090


https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2006.0052
https://doi.org/10.1002/he.325
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-004-1598-1
https://www.ed.gov/accreditation
https://ope.ed.gov/dapip/
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2016.1272090

108

Weiss, M. J., Visher, M. G., & Wathington, H. (2015). The effects of learning communities for
students in developmental education: A synthesis of findings from randomized trials.
MDRC.

Wickersham, K., & Wang, X. (2016). STEM transfer students’ adjustment in four-year
institutions: A systematic review. Community College Journal of Research and Practice,
40(10), 834-851. https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2015.1123202

Wyner, J., Deane, K. C., Jenkins, D., & Fink, J. (2016). The transfer playbook: Essential
practices for two- and four-year colleges. Aspen Institute & Community College
Research Center.

Yin, R. K. (2018). Case study research and applications: Design and methods (6th ed.). Sage.


https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2015.1123202

109

APPENDIX A

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM



Appendix A: Information and Consent Form

BRADLEY UNIIVERSITY
Informatiornand Consent Form

Study Titile: Exploring Trn11sfer Credit Policies i11 'Higher Educatilon and their Impact 011Transfer
Student Success and Degree Completion

Invitation to be part of a research study:

You aire invited to participate in a research study. To participate you must be either: a) a graduate of
a college or university with a,minimum of a bachelor's degree who attended at least one other
inst1ltutio11priorto attending your degree-grantiinginstitution OR Ib) an individual wiho works witih
transfer policy i1n the higiher education space. Taking part in this research project is voluntary.

Key information regarding this study:

Tlhe purpose of this study is to describe the current methods of transfer utilized by post traditiolnal
students in higher education, to identify the challenges post traditional students face when
attempting to transfer between in stitutions, and to explore how these challenges can be mitigated
by the improvement of common transfer practices. U you choose to participate you will be asked to
agree to be interviewed regardingyour personal experience with trnnsferring credits between
instiltutio11s.. Tihis willtake approximately one hour per interview with two interviews expected..Risks
or discomforts from this research are not expected. The study will not likely provide any direct
benefits to the subject. Taking part in thiis research project is voluntary. You don't have to
particiipate and can stop at any time.

Please take the time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding to participate in this
research project.

What is [Purpose of the Study?

Tlhe purposes of this study are to describe tlhe current methods of transfer utilized by post
traditional studentsinhigher education, to identify the chaUenges post traditional students face
when attempting to transfer between institutions, and to explore how tihese challenges can be
mitigated by tihe improvement of common transfer practices.

What will happen if you take partin this study?

Ifyou .agree totrake part i1 1this study, you will be asked to provide a detailed history of yom
experlience in higher education Ibeginning with your first emollment, why you chose to transf.er
between institutions, what your experience with the transfer process was, and what barriers you
experienced. | expect this to take about one hour perinterview with a maximum of two interviews.
Tlhese interviews will be conducted via video conferencing software such as Microsoft Teams and
recorded for tihe interviewer to reference during the writing of the results..Once the interviewer lhas
completed writing the results, the recording(s) will.be permanently defeted.

What are the risks of partki1patingiinthe stuc.ly?

I do not believe there are any risks associated with this study. However, if you were to become
uncomfortable during aninterview, you may choose to take a break,.not to answerone o:r more
questions, or stop the interview completely.
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What arre the benefits of participating in the study?
You probal:Jlywm not benefit from this study. However, your participation in the study may benefit
others by providing useful information about transfer coll.ege student experiences.

Are there any incentives for [pfutkipating in the study?
There are no incentlives offered for participating.

How willyour information be protected?

Iiplan to publish the results of this study in the form of a formal research report. To protect your
privacy, | will notinclude any information tihat can directly identify you and will protect the
confidenti.aLity of your resea.rchrecord by using a pseudonym for your name and for the colteges
and universities you attended in tihe publication.

Aft.er the stiudy,.what willl happen to the data collected?

Once the formal researclh report is published and | have graduated from Bradley University, all data
collected for the study will be deleted from my computer and .any paper copies will be shredlded
and disposed.

What arre the costs?
Tlhere are no costs for your participation in this study.

Your participation in the study is voluntary

Taking part in this study is voluntary. You may choose motto take part at all, or you may leave the
study at anytime without penalty. lIfyou choose to participate in the study, you do not need to
answer any question you do not want to answer.

Who should I callwith questions or problems study?
Ifyou have any questions ailbouttihis studiy,.please contact the researcherin charge of this study:

Jennifer Strobel. jstmhell@mail bradlev edu.

Who should 1 contact with questions about. my rigihts as a research partkipant.?

Ifyou have questions about your rights as a researclh participant, orwis!h to obtain information, ask
questions, or discuss any concerns aboutthis study with someone other than the researclher(s),
please contact the following:

Committee on the Use of Human Subjects in Research (CUHSR)
Bradley University

1501 W Bradley Avenue

Peori.a, IL 61625

(309) 677-3877
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Your informed consent

You are voluntarily making a decision to participate in this study. Your signature means

that you have read and understood the information presented and have decided to participate.
Your signature also means that the information on this consent form has been fully explained to
you and all your questions have been answered to your satisfaction. If you think of any additional
questions during the study, you should contact the researcher(s).

| agree to participate in this study Date

Tcihad @65

Signature of Participant

_March 12, 2025

__Michael A. Barr
Printed Name
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APPENDIX B

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Interview Questions

1. Please tell me about yourself.

2. Please describe your educational journey beginning with your first attendance at a higher
education institution.

a. Specific information to collect (Notes for interviewer)
i. How many institutions did you attend before you earned your first degree?
ii. Did you change your program of study before earning your degree? If so,
how many times and what were the majors?
iii. Highest degree earned?

3. Please describe your experience transferring credits between institutions. What barriers
did you encounter during the process?

4. Tell me about what you believe were the biggest barriers to your success along the way to
earning your degree?

5. Can you tell me about a time when transferring credit from one institution to another went very
well? In your opinion, what factors or conditions made it go well?

6. Can you tell me about a time when transferring credit from one institution to another was
particularly difficult? In your opinion, what factors or conditions made it so difficult?

7. As astudent who has had a great deal of experience transferring credit from one institution to
another, what advice do you have for transfer students?

8. As astudent who has had a great deal of experience transferring credit from one institution to
another, what advice do you have for today's colleges and universities?

9. What are your thoughts on nontraditional transfer credit such as Credit for Prior Learning?
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10. What else would you like to share with me about transferring college credit?
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