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ABSTRACT 

DAURETTE L. JOSEPH 

TRANSFER RECEPTIVITY: AN EXAMINATION OF FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE 
TRANSFER STUDENT RETENTION AT A FOUR-YEAR PUBLIC UNIVERSITY 
 
Under the direction of OLIVIA M. BOGGS, Ed.D. 

 

While 80% of students enrolled in community colleges express the intent to transfer to a 

four-year institution and earn a bachelor’s degree, only 17% actually reach that goal within six 

years of transferring. This study addressed the problem using case study methodology to 

identify, understand, and describe factors that influence community college transfer students’ 

successful degree completion. The setting for the study was a four-year public university in the 

United States with a consistently competitive degree completion rate for community college 

transfer students. In their most recent report, 79% of transfer students who entered the university 

from community college settings received a bachelor's degree within six years.  

Three research questions related to the institution’s culture, strategies, policies, and 

procedures in academic and financial aid advisement guided the study. Multiple data collection 

methods were used, including document analyses and staff interviews. Eight critical university 

documents were reviewed inductively before interviews were conducted with 11 staff of the 

institution. The researcher gathered their reflections and insights using open-ended interviews. 

Data analyses revealed four themes that addressed the research question: Validating Experience 

and Evaluating Needs, Collaborating Internally and Externally, Creating Advising Opportunities, 

and Supporting Engagement and Resource Connections. The findings strongly indicate a critical 

need for transfer student institutional support. Further, the findings suggest that universities 

should evaluate transfer students’ needs based on their experiences, form strategic internal and 
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external partnerships to anticipate and address transfer student transition issues, and support and 

facilitate transfer student engagement. The study adds to the emerging literature on transfer 

receptivity by focusing on the four-year institution and its role in supporting transfer students 

through their transition and degree completion. The classroom provides a unique opportunity for 

transfer students to engage socially and academically. Future research should consider the 

faculty’s role and influence on transfer students’ engagement. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Postsecondary educational attainment is considered as one pathway for overcoming 

“underprivileged social conditions” (Wang, 2009, p. 571). Abel and Deitz (2014) posited that, 

even with rising costs, investing in a college education remains an excellent economic decision. 

The researchers noted that those who do not pursue degrees are continually falling behind others 

who have degrees. According to researchers, educational attainment can positively influence 

health, mortality risks and rates, and family stability (Goldman & Smith, 2011; Hayward et al., 

2015; Hout, 2012; Montez et al., 2012; Oreopoulos & Salvanes, 2011; Schafer et al., 2013). In 

line with the associated health benefits, Ross and Mirowosky (2010) found that educational 

attainment could allow an individual to “overcome disadvantage family origins” (p. 597).  

Individuals who managed to obtain a degree after being raised in households with poorly 

educated parents experienced minor adverse effects of their parents’ education on their physical 

health. Conversely, poorly educated people raised by poorly educated parents saw amplified 

“health disadvantages associated with family background” (Ross & Mirowsky, 2010, p. 591). 

Studies conducted on adolescents, young adults, and older adults also showed a positive 

influence of education of health-related behaviors (Demmler et al., 2017; Skalamera & Hummer, 

2016; Yamashita & Bardofwang, 2018).  

While a postsecondary education does not guarantee societal success, equitable access to 

education provides the opportunity to pursue it. For students seeking upward mobility, 

community colleges create a vital access point to postsecondary education due to their open 

enrollment policies, affordability, and convenience (Handel, 2011; Marling, 2013; Middleton, 
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2012). The terms community, junior, and technical colleges describe the various two-year 

colleges in the United States. While there is some commonality among them, the purpose of each 

institution is different. Technical colleges prepare students for specific, skilled labor positions 

such as electricians, pharmacy technicians, or dental hygienists (Barrington, 2019). Community 

and junior colleges have academic programs. A part of their mission is to provide the first two 

years of baccalaureate education and prepare students to transfer to a four-year college or 

university (Boggs, 2011). 

In this study, community colleges are “any institution regionally accredited to award the 

associates in arts or the associates in science as its highest degree” (Cohen et al., 2014, p. 5). 

While the definition can include some technical schools, it excludes vocational and trade schools 

accredited by the National Association of Trade and Technical Schools (Cohen et al., 2014). 

Community colleges help widen educational access to nontraditional students, including those 

who are members of ethnic minority groups, academically underprepared individuals, and 

students who are the first in their families to attend college (Bragg et al., 2006). With an 

increased number of jobs requiring a college education or similar training, college attendance 

remains increasingly beneficial for nontraditional students (Carnevale et al., 2014). The U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics (2019) reported that 18 out of 30 of the fastest growing occupations 

between 2019-2029 will require more than a high school diploma. 

According to the American Association of Community Colleges (2021), of the 41% of 

U.S. undergraduates enrolled at community colleges in the fall of 2019, 39% were first-time 

freshman students during that term. Of these, 56% were Native American undergraduates, 53% 

were Hispanics, 43% were Blacks, and 38% were Asian/Pacific Islanders. A majority of first-
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generation students choose a community college to begin their studies (Chen & Carroll, 2005; 

Choy, 2001; Nunez et al., 1998). Twenty-eight percent of the students enrolled at community 

colleges in the fall of 2019 were first-generation students. A majority of the students (65%) 

enrolled at community colleges on a part-time basis. 

Of the students enrolled at community colleges, 50 to 80% indicated the desire to 

complete a bachelor’s degree. Of those, only 25 to 33% eventually transfer to a four-year 

institution within five years (Horn & Skomsvold, 2011; Hossler et al., 2012). These low transfer 

rates result from inconsistencies in academic progress policies at community colleges and 

inconsistencies in transfer articulation pathways between community colleges and four-year 

institutions (Adelman, 2005; Bautsch, 2013). The bureaucratic hurdles of admission, registration, 

advising, and financial aid are also challenging to students at community colleges, particularly 

nontraditional students, some of whom must be concerned with external commitments such as 

work and childcare (Handel & Williams, 2012). Students who transfer to four-year institutions 

sometimes face barriers related to administrative policies, adjustment, and institutional culture  

(Blaylock & Bresciani, 2011; D'Amico et al., 2014; Grites, 2013b; Herrera & Jain, 2013; 

Marling, 2013; Miller, 2013; Tobolowsky & Cox, 2012). While student characteristics account 

for some of the challenges facing transfer students at four-year institutions, D'Amico et al. 

(2014) posited that a student's experience at the receiving institution and the institution’s 

influence on their adjustment are equally important. 

Statement of the Problem 

Ishitani (2008) studied the departure of students at a four-year public university and 

found that 46% of direct-entry students departed within six semesters. In contrast, 66% of the 
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transfer students who entered as juniors and 53% of those who entered as sophomores left during 

the same period. Similarly, Handel and Williams (2012) conducted a study regarding degree 

attainment at a four-year institution to compare direct-entry students who had achieved junior 

status to transfer students.  The researchers found that transfer students were less likely to 

graduate than their direct-entry peers.  

A review of transfer student literature led Melguizo et al. (2011) to conclude that 

adequate “academic and social support” (p. 270) of community college transfer students at four-

year institutions would aid students in graduating at rates comparable to their junior-level peers.  

Tobolowsky and Cox (2012) likewise noted the importance of support. They found inconsistent 

beliefs regarding the needs of transfer students among administrators at a large research 

university. While some felt that there were enough campus services and resources to support 

transfer students, others expressed a desire to do “more.”  

Tobolowsky and Cox (2012) posited that the perception of transfer students’ success 

likely reduced the sense of urgency to assist them, resulting in a focus instead on first-time, 

fulltime students. The researchers stated that one reason for this might be because institutional 

success indicators (i.e., retention rates and ACT/SAT scores) are typically based on those 

students who enroll fulltime for the first time at institutions in the fall. Some campus 

administrators and faculty can become aware of students’ transfer status through orientation, 

class introductions, or individual discussions (Hyatt & Smith, 2020). These interactions can 

influence students’ sense of belonging, adjustment, and academic success (Blaylock & Breciani, 

2011; Hyatt & Smith, 2020; Lopez & Jones, 2017; Lukszo & Hayes, 2020; Park et al., 2020; 

York & Fernandez, 2018). In congruence with this, Laanan et al. (2010) found a negative impact 
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on transfer students’ academic adjustment when they recognized a negative stigma from the 

faculty or campus environment due to their transfer status.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore, understand, and describe factors that influence 

transfer student retention at a four-year public university in the United States. Further, the 

researcher examined how organizational culture and academic advising and financial aid policies 

and programs influenced the retention of community college transfer students at a four-year 

public university. While the research literature documents the impact of transfer student 

characteristics on their transition and retention (Aragon & Rios Perez, 2006; Davies & Casey, 

1999; Ellis, 2013; Ishitani, 2008; Lester et al., 2013; St. Clair, 1993; Townley et al., 2013; 

Wawrzynski, 2003), there remains little empirical research on the influence of organizational 

culture and transfer policies on transfer student retention. 

Research Questions 

The following research question guided this study: 

1. What strategies, policies, and procedures in the areas of academic advising and 

financial aid are in place to address the retention of community college transfer 

students at a four-year public university? 

This central question generated the following subquestions: 

a. What is the role of academic advising as it pertains to addressing the retention of 

community college transfer students at a four-year public university? 

b. What is the role of financial aid as it pertains to addressing the retention of 

community college transfer students at a four-year public university? 
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Theoretical Framework 

Schein’s (1985, 2004, 2010) theory of organizational culture and Jain et al.’s (2011) 

transfer receptive culture model formed this study’s theoretical framework. Numerous 

descriptions of organizational culture exist, but Schein (1985) contended that the term “should be 

reserved for the deeper level of basic assumptions and beliefs that are shared by members of an 

organization, that operate unconsciously, and that define in a basic ‘taken-for-granted’ fashion an 

organization’s view of itself and its environment” (p. 6). Schein (1985) noted culture manifests 

when a group experiences enough significant experiences over time, leading to a shared view 

that becomes second nature. Figure 1 is Schein’s conceptualization of three levels of culture.   

 
Figure 1 

Schein’s (1985) Three Levels of Culture 

 

 
 

Level 1: Artifacts

"The most visible level of culture is its artifacts and creations—its constructed 
physical and social environment" (Schein, 1985, p. 14).

Level 2: Values

"In a sense all cultural learning ultimately reflects someone’s original values, their 
sense of what ‘ought’ to be, as distinct from what is" (Schein, 1985, p. 15).

Level 3: Basic Underlying Assumptions

"When a solution to a problem works repeatedly, it comes to be taken for granted.  
What was once a hypothesis . . .  comes gradually to be treated as reality. We come 
to believe that nature really works this way" (Schein, 1985, p. 18).
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Four-year institutions committed to making a change toward supporting their transfer 

student populations would benefit from examining their organization’s culture. Kezar and Eckel 

(2002) found that the distinct nature of campus culture was important when looking at how 

change processes unfold and in helping to facilitate change. In that vein, Jain and colleagues 

(2011) developed a transfer receptive culture model based on the commitment of four-year 

institutions to the success of transfer students and the transfer process. The first two elements of 

a transfer receptive culture, which focuses on the time before students transfer, are as follows:  

1. Establish the transfer of students, especially nontraditional, first-generation, low-

income, and underrepresented students, as a high institutional priority that ensures 

stable accessibility, retention, and graduation; and 

2. Provide outreach and resources that focus on the specific needs of transfer students 

while complimenting the community college mission of transfer.  (Jain et al., 2011, p. 

258) 

The last three elements focus on after students have transferred to a four-year institution: 

3. Offer financial and academic support through distinct opportunities for 

nontraditional-reentry transfer students where they are stimulated to achieve at high 

academic levels; 

4. Acknowledge the lived experiences that students bring and the intersectionality 

between community and family; and 

5. Create an appropriate and organic framework from which to assess, evaluate, and 

enhance transfer-receptive programs and initiatives that can lead to further 

scholarship on transfer students.  (Jain et al., 2011, p. 258) 
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Because a solid commitment to transfer students at four-year institutions can be a challenge, 

Herrera and Jain (2013) emphasized that all elements of a transfer receptive culture are essential 

in overcoming any challenges. In this study, the third element informed the data collection and 

data analysis. 

Significance of the Study 

The study's findings have the potential to assist community college staff to recognize 

their critical role in preparing students for unimpeded transfer to baccalaureate institutions 

(Melguizo et al., 2011; Monaghan & Attewell, 2015). Similarly, personnel at four-year 

institutions may use the findings to understand the importance of prioritizing transfer students at 

their institutions (Larson & Abegg, 2016). Study findings may provide a successful model to 

assess the college culture, specific services, and effective policies for transfer students. 

Procedures 

The researcher selected a four-year institution with competitive degree completion rates 

for community college transfer students. The university also had strong transfer patterns among 

its feeder schools and ranked as a top destination in the state for transfer students in 2017. The 

researcher received Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from Mercer University and the 

study site and conducted a pilot study at her institution to assess the usefulness and validity of 

the interview questions (Turner, 2010). The researcher adjusted some questions and the interview 

protocol based on lessons from the pilot study.  

The researcher identified prospective participants using purposeful sampling. This 

method allows for varying perspectives of the problem (Creswell, 2013). A key informant at the 

university assisted with recruiting participants who met the inclusion criteria. These were the 
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inclusion criteria for institutional agents: (a) the institutional agent worked with the transfer 

student population at the study site in the role of academic advisor/counselor, financial aid 

advisor/counselor, admissions officer, or dean/program director, and (b) the institutional agent 

had at least one year of experience working with transfer students. Referrals, or snowball 

sampling (Creswell, 2013), were used to recruit additional participants.  

Potential participants received an explanation of the study, information on potential harm 

or benefits to participating, and the assurance of anonymity, confidentiality, and ability to 

withdraw at any time. The researcher recorded all interviews and took in-depth field notes that 

included descriptions of the researcher’s thoughts, decisions, and analysis. Throughout the study, 

member checking reinforced credibility. Participants validated transcripts, transcript summaries, 

and findings, which enabled them to determine whether they recognize descriptions and 

interpretations used as their own (Merriam, 1998). In addition to interviews, the researcher 

reviewed documents from the school’s website and printed or audiovisual material related to 

transfer student support. Documents included the school’s strategic plan and mission statement, 

as well as articulation and transfer agreements.    

Interviews and document reviews established multiple data collection methods that aided 

the researcher in collecting consistent and dependable data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The 

researcher created and maintained a research log with extensive and detailed notes on the project 

history to establish an audit trail. The audit allows an independent reader to follow the trail and 

authenticate or replicate the study’s findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).   

The extensive literature review, the researcher’s own experience as a transfer student, and 

contact with this student population in a professional work environment exposed the researcher 
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to various programs and policies. The researcher acknowledged and bracketed any prior opinions 

while conducting this study to present an unbiased overview and conclusion about the programs 

and policies in place at the study site. There is an assumption of interactions with the data since 

the researcher is the primary data collection instrument in qualitative research (Creswell, 2013; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The researcher kept a journal to record observations and details on 

views and opinions of those observations. The journal entries also facilitated the acknowlegment 

and removal of possible bias. Analysis of the transcripts began with line-by-line coding. With the 

theoretical framework as a guide, the researcher searched the transcripts for patterns and 

developed themes from the recurring patterns (Yin, 2014). 

Limitations 

The researcher acknowledges there were limitations in this study. Participation was 

voluntary, so the final sample may not represent the population, and one cannot generalize the 

results. In addition, the researcher assumed that all answers given in interviews were the truth.  

Some participants may have been hesitant in their responses if they felt that the answers would 

not positively reflect the institution. The researcher utilized snowball sampling and assured 

participants of anonymity and confidentiality to mitigate these possibilities and concerns. 

Finally, the researcher was not able to complete a follow-up visit and tour of campus buildings. 

Shortly after the first interview, the campus restricted access due to the COVID 19 pandemic. As 

a result, the researcher pulled some building descriptions from the campus website. 

Delimitations 

There are several delimitations in this study. The study was restricted to a four-year U.S. 

public university. While the literature review includes an overview of the community college 
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journey, the researcher did not collect community college data. While factors that arise from 

attendance at a community college can influence a student’s eventual baccalaureate completion, 

this study was concerned only with factors at the four-year institution after the students 

transferred. Student voices and perspectives were not present in the current study. 

Definition of Terms 

The following are specific definitions for key terms in this study:  

Culture, according to Schein (2004), refers to the following: 

Patterns of shared basic assumptions . . . learned by a group as it solved its problems of 

external adaptation and internal integration, which has worked well enough to be 

considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to 

perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems. (p. 17) 

Direct-entry student, for the purpose of this study, refers to students who enter higher 

education institutions “directly from high school, with no previous postsecondary education” 

(York University, n.d., para. 45). 

Persistence is “continued enrollment (or degree completion) at any higher education 

institution—including one different from the institution of initial enrollment—in the fall 

semesters of a student’s first and second year” (National Student Clearing House Research 

Center, 2016, para. 9). 

Retention and graduation rates, in this study, refer to postsecondary institutional 

concepts. The National Center for Education Statistics ([NCES], 2016) defined retention rates as 

“the percentage of first-time undergraduate students who return to the same institution the 

following fall, and graduation rates measure the percentage of first-time undergraduate students 
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who complete their program at the same institution within a specified period of time” (para. 1). 

These definitions refer to retention of both direct-entry and transfer students and graduation rates 

of direct-entry students. Graduation rates for transfer student are based on a four-year completion 

time at the four-year institution.  

Transfer-receptive culture was defined by Jain et al. (2011) as follows:  

Institutional commitment by a four-year college or university to provide the support 

needed for students to transfer successfully—that is, to navigate the community college, 

take the appropriate coursework, apply, enroll, and successfully earn a baccalaureate 

degree in a timely manner. (p. 257) 

Transfer students, in this study, are those who start their postsecondary education with 

initial enrollment at a community college then subsequently enroll at a four-year institution with 

the intent to complete a baccalaureate degree (Bradburn & Hurst, 2001). 

Summary 

Previous research has addressed community college attendance and outcomes and the 

characteristics of students that can predict their success in transferring to four-year institutions. 

However, there remains little research on the impact of organizational culture and transfer 

policies on the retention of community college transfer students at four-year institutions. This 

chapter presented an outline of the study to address this deficit in the research. The research 

problem statement summarized challenges faced by students who transfer from community 

colleges to four-year institutions. The chapter included the purpose and significance of the study 

as well as the theoretical framework, research questions guiding the study, procedures, 

limitations, delimitations, and key definitions. Chapter 2 presents a review of relevant literature.



 

13 

CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

U.S. colleges initially started as institutions that provided liberal arts education to Puritan 

ministers. Harvard College, founded in 1936 in a model similar to Oxford and Cambridge, was 

the first higher education institution in America (Brickman, 1972; Kaufman, 2007). Other early 

institutions include the College of William and Mary, Yale, Brown, Princeton, Columbia, 

Rutgers, and Darthmouth College (McAnear, 1995). Secularism and modernism brought a 

change in traditions, orientations, and student populations. Harvard University went from 

graduating approximately 70% clergy in the 17th century to only 10% by the late 19th century 

(Altbach et al., 2011; Brickman, 1972; Kaufman, 2007).  

Abraham Lincoln signed the Morrill Land-Grant Act in 1862 with the initial intent to 

benefit agriculture in U.S. states and territories. The Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890 provided 

funds for states to endow universities and colleges. These years are representative of the peaks in 

the establishment of higher education institutions in the United States. Institutions increased 

from 23 in 1800 to 821 between 1870 and 1897 (Goldin & Katz, 1999; Kaufman, 2007). Social 

and economic changes, including the activities and policies of the Civil Rights era and the GI 

Bill of Rights, further shifted accessibility to higher education in the United States from the most 

elite to a population that included women, minorities, and those from the middle class (Eckel & 

King, 2004; Kaufman, 2007). 

By the academic year 2018-2019, 16.6 million fulltime and part-time students enrolled in 

the approximately 3,700 degree-granting institutions in the United States (NCES, 2020).  There 

were 2,300 four-year institutions that offered programs at the bachelor’s level or higher, and 
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1,300 two-year institutions that offered certificate programs and degree programs at the 

associate's level. This included 730 public four-year institutions and 870 public two-year 

institutions. In fall 2019, 16.6 million undergraduates and 3.1 million graduate students enrolled 

in these institutions. Of the undergraduate students, 11 million enrolled at four-year institutions, 

and 5.6 million enrolled at two-year institutions (NCES, 2020).  

The establishment of junior colleges (now called community colleges) in the United 

States occurred in the early 20th century. Their initial mission was to train workers to operate the 

nation's industries, provide a more extended period of custodial care for adolescence, and ensure 

open access to higher education regardless of age, race, or socioeconomic status (Cohen et al., 

2014; Eckel & King, 2004). While the open-access mission of community colleges attracts some 

students, others start at community colleges due to affordability or to find the best fit (Handel, 

2011; Marling, 2013). In fall 2019, 6.8 million students (57% female and 43% male) enrolled in 

community colleges for credit. The average age of students was 28, and the median age was 24. 

The student demographic included 27% Hispanic, 13% Black, and 44% White. Of those 

enrolled, 29% were first-generation college students, and 15% were single parents.  Fifty-nine 

(59) percent of the students received financial aid, with 34% receiving federal grants (American 

Association of Community Colleges, 2021). 

From their inception, community colleges included legislative curricular functions of 

“academic transfer preparation, vocational-technical education, continuing education, 

developmental education, and community service” (Cohen et al., 2014, p. 20). Their mission of 

providing students with the opportunity and access to a baccalaureate degree via the transfer 

process remains to this day (Handel & Williams, 2012). Melguizo et al. (2011) defined direct-
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entry students as those who attend a four-year institution directly after high school. They defined 

transfer students as follows: 

[Students who] (a) began at a community college, (b) earned more than ten credits that 

count towards a degree at the community college before attending a four-year college, 

and (c) subsequently earned more than 59 credits at the time they are enrolled at a four-

year college. (Melguizo et al., 2011, p. 272)  

Transfer Student Transition  

Jenkins and Fink (2015) stated, “Over 80 percent of community college students intend to 

earn at least a bachelor’s degree. However, only about a quarter end up transferring” (p. 1). 

Issues such as academic preparation, adjustment, and administrative difficulties can impact the 

transfer process. Porchea et al. (2010) followed a cohort of students who entered community 

college in fall 2003 to determine how several factors influenced their degree outcome and 

enrollment. The researchers followed them through spring 2008 and looked at “academic 

preparation, psychosocial, socio-demographic and institutional factors” (Porchea et al., 2010, p. 

280). Porchea et al. (2010) found that higher levels of academic preparation, student motivation, 

and socioeconomic status could predict whether a student would successfully transfer to a four-

year institution. 

Similarly, Wang (2009) concluded that community college grade point average (GPA), 

socioeconomic status, and college involvement were positive predictors for achieving a 

baccalaureate degree, while remediation in math was a negative predictor. Wang (2009) studied 

786 high school graduates who attended a community college first, then eventually transferred to 

a four-year institution. Gender, high school curriculum tracks, and aspiration for attaining a 
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baccalaureate degree were other significant predictors for baccalaureate attainment. Wang (2009) 

opined that the complex journey of transfer between community colleges and four-year 

institutions results in additional challenges and transitioning issues for transfer students.  

The research of Mourad and Hong (2011) supported Wang’s 2009 findings. Mourad and 

Hong (2011) followed close to 1,000 students who started at community colleges in the fall of 

2000 and transferred to four-year institutions within eight years. They found that community 

college GPA, academic preparation, ethnicity, and the number of semesters enrolled at both 

institutions were some of the most salient factors in baccalaureate degree attainment.  

Despite research showing that less than half of the new students at some public 

universities are direct-entry students, data on transfer students are scarce (Marling, 2013). The 

available data show that the transfer function sometimes fails students trying to make it through 

the education pipeline (Herrera & Jain, 2013). Students often face challenges specific to the 

transfer function, such as loss or lack of financial aid due to missed deadlines or loss of transfer 

credits due to the misunderstanding of program requirements or academic preparation (Miller, 

2013).  

 Community colleges traditionally capture little data on transfer intending students unless 

they enter transfer preparation programs. As a result, there is little representation of this 

population in new policies and practices (Marling, 2013). Researchers and practitioners need 

additional information to determine the support mechanisms that help these students transfer 

successfully and persist to degree completion (Miller, 2013). 
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Articulation Agreements and Transfer Credits 

Articulation Agreements (referred to hereafter as AAs) are “formal and informal 

arrangements between educational institutions to facilitate the transfer of academic credits” 

(Montague, 2012, p. 282). They represent one element of academic pathways intended to support 

transfer students’ academic integration and success (Miller, 2013). The various types of AAs 

include those that apply at the course, major, or program levels at two institutions or a statewide 

level, covering a group of two and four-year institutions (Bers, 2013; O’Meara et al., 2007; 

Worsham et al., 2021). When they work as intended, AAs benefit students and the two and four-

year institutions in multiple ways. First, students can move seamlessly from one institution to 

another with minimal credit loss. Second, the partnerships resulting from AAs can increase 

community colleges’ visibility and attract more students who desire to transfer to a four-year 

institution. Finally, four-year institutions’ involvement in the partnerships leading to AAs gives 

them input in courses students will transfer and can reduce foundational course enrollments. 

Further, there is streamlined admission between the two institutions, and universities can attract 

diverse students who often attend community colleges (Hope, 2016; Montague, 2012; Reese, 

2002). 

Effective AAs should help students save time and money in the transfer process (Hope, 

2016), but researchers are still reviewing their benefits. Spencer (2019) used institutional-level 

data from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) to review the 

effectiveness of state policies that included an associate degree or two-year credential. The 

researcher found that these policies could direct students to follow the pathways outlined in the 

agreements and increase the number of associate degrees awarded while guaranteeing credit 
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transfer. Spencer’s (2019) findings suggest that transfer credits from a general studies degree 

could satisfy core requirements but not prerequisites in a student's intended major.  

Worsham et al. (2021) also studied a statewide policy that guaranteed credit transfer 

involved completing an associate’s degree. Unlike Spencer, Worsham et al. (2021) studied one 

state. The researchers used administrative data from 16 schools to understand how a new 

statewide comprehensive AA policy impacted credit accumulation for students who transferred 

from the state's community college system to the university system. The researchers found that 

four years after the policy implementation, there was a decline of two to five credits at 

graduation for students enrolled in eligible degree programs. In another AA investigation, 

Kopera-Frye (2019) found success in a partnership between Public Health Sciences Department 

at Mexico State University and two local community colleges. The resulting AA allowed 

students to transfer up to 12 credits towards the Public Health bachelor’s degree.  

While Spencer (2019), Worsham et al. (2021), and Kopera-Frye (2019) reported positive 

results, AAs and partnerships are not without challenges (Payne et al., 2021; Taylor, 2019). 

Payne et al. (2021) described issues at the unit level of schools attempting to create articulation 

policies and practices for a cybersecurity program and noted the following challenges: “focused 

on the interdisciplinary nature of cybersecurity, programmatic changes, the nature of applied 

degrees, meeting times, and course substitutions” (p. 11). Taylor (2019) revealed an issue that 

two- and four-year institutions should also be mindful of when creating AAs. The researcher 

examined AA from a random sample of 100 four-year public and private, not-for-profit colleges 

and universities and found that 93% of the agreements were unreadable for students with average 

reading ability. Taylor (2019) further found that 69% of the agreements were “written at or 
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above a 16th-grade reading level” (p. 65). These findings imply that articulation agreements may 

not be accessible to the very student population they are trying to serve.  

Despite AAs and institutional partnerships, credit loss is still a reality for many students 

(Giani 2019; Monaghan & Attewell, 2015; Simone, 2014; U.S. Government Accountability 

Office [USGAO], 2017; Miller, 2013). With an average loss of 13 credits, students taking a 

fulltime load can lose up to one semester’s worth of credit when they transfer and have a lower 

chance of graduation due to credit loss (Monaghan & Atwell, 2015; Simone, 2014; USGAO, 

2017). Credit loss can also impact students’ financial aid. When courses do not transfer as 

expected, students must take additional courses and incur additional expenses. If they exhaust 

their aid eligibility because of the additional required courses, they are left paying tuition out of 

pocket (USGAO, 2017). 

Transfer Student Engagement  

In addition to the administrative difficulties mentioned in the previous section, transfer 

students sometimes face challenges adjusting to four-year institutions due to lack of engagement, 

academic integration, and even false assumptions on the part of the students as well as 

institutional agents (D’Amico et al., 2014; Grites, 2013b; Miller, 2013; Zilviniskis, 2018). In 

1965, Hill coined the term transfer shock in his seminal work about community colleges. Hill 

(1965) defined the term (based on GPA) as “a severe drop in performance upon transfer” (p. 

202) with only a minor recovery in the following semester as compared to direct-entry students. 

Researchers continue to cite the transfer shock phenomenon (Grites, 2013b; Tobolowsky 

& Cox, 2012; Zilviniskis, 2018) with stress on the importance of developing “strategies to 

minimize the shock factor” (Grites, 2013b, p. 61). Tobolowsky and Cox (2012) interviewed 17 
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university staff and faculty members who directly or indirectly interacted with transfer students. 

Participants stressed the difficulty in servicing transfer students due to the diversity of their 

personal and academic backgrounds. Students varied greatly in their race/ethnicity, age, and 

socioeconomic status, making them a more diverse population than the direct-entry students at 

the university. Academically, the students varied in the number of credits they were transferring 

to the university and the majors they pursued. Study participants also indicated that transfer 

students’ lack of knowledge about the current institution and their frequent false assumptions 

about policies and procedures made it difficult to serve them. Tobolowsky and Cox (2012) noted 

that the faculty and staff experience with the challenges faced by transfer students also limited 

their ability to serve them effectively. Many were unaware of the issues students faced adjusting 

socially to the university (Tobolowsky & Cox, 2012).  

To determine the impact of academic and social integration on student success, D’Amico 

et al. (2014) used Tinto’s (1993) Longitudinal Model of Institution Departure and Deil-Amen’s 

(2011) concept of socio-academic integrative moments as a theoretical framework and regression 

models on survey data and records of close to 1,000 community college transfer students. 

D’Amico et al. (2014) evaluated “first semester GPA, second-semester GPA, second-semester 

enrollment, third-semester enrollment, first-semester earned hours ratio, and second-semester 

earned hours ratio” (p. 376). Students’ perception of their academic fit in the university emerged 

as the most significant predictor of outcomes. Participation in class and transfer GPA were also 

positive indicators of the likelihood of students returning for the second semester.  Second 

semester GPA was positively impacted by meeting with advisors, but not by meeting with 

faculty. The distance students lived from campus did not influence student outcomes. The 
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students’ perceived social fit did not positively affect any of the variables, but it negatively 

influenced GPA. D’Amico et al. (2014) concluded that transfer student integration occurs more 

in the classroom and relies less on purely social interaction. Transfer students, who do not spend 

as much time on campus as traditional students, benefitted academically and socially from 

activities like classroom participation. 

In a review of participants and non-participants in a transfer learning community (LC) 

over 10 years, Carroll et al. (2020) found a significant difference in academic performance, 

graduation rates, and stress levels. Students who participated in LC graduated faster during the 

same 10-month time period and had a higher GPA in core classes at graduation than that of non-

participants. Carroll et al. (2020) opined that participation also helps to reduce stressors transfer 

students often experience. This is consistent with research that suggests transfer students will 

benefit from campus resources customized to assist them (Grigg & Dale, 2017; Vinyard, 2020). 

Researchers positively link academic and social engagement to retention (Swecker et al., 2013; 

Tight, 2020). Similarly, findings from transfer student research suggest that a sense of 

community influences student activity (McCall & Castles, 2020; Townley et al., 2013), and a 

sense of belonging is a positive predictor of graduation (York & Fernandez, 2018). 

Retention Theories Used In Transfer Student Research 

In its initial development, Schlossberg’s (1981) transition theory was an aid to counselors 

in helping adults through a transition. It appears in higher education research concerning veterans 

and older, nontraditional students and first-year, master’s, and transfer students (Forney & Davis, 

2002; Griffin & Gilbert, 2015; Robertson & Brott, 2013; Shafer, 2010; Workman, 2015). 

Through several editions (1942-2012) of the book Counseling Adults in Transition, Anderson, 
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Goodman, and Schlossberg (2012) introduced and subsequently updated the theory. Anderson et 

al. (2012) broadly defined a transition as “any nonevent that results in changes to relationships, 

routines, assumptions, and roles” (p. 39). Anderson et al. (2012) noted that understanding the 

impact or meaning of that transition on an individual requires a better understanding of the type 

of transition and the context in which it takes place, that individual’s perspective of the change, 

and the impact it has on the individual’s life.  

The transition model provides a stable framework for counseling professionals to 

understand individuals in transition. Anderson et al. (2012) introduced three parts to the 

transition. The first part is approaching the transition. It involves identifying the location of the 

individual in the transition (moving in, through, or out). The second part is taking stock of 

coping systems. Here, Anderson et al. (2012) introduced the 4 S system (Situation, Self, Support, 

and Strategies), which contains significant factors the authors consider to influence an 

individual’s ability to cope during a transition. The final part of the transition model is taking 

charge. Anderson et al. (2012) noted that while transitions might be out of an individual's 

control, that individual can control how he or she manages the transition and strengthens his or 

her resources (the 4 S’s). The 4 S system could be used as a guide to help students assess their 

situation, look at how it impacts them differently than someone else, and identify a support 

system and specific strategies to help with their particular issue (Anderson et al., 2012).  

Tinto based his Model of Student Departure, developed in 1975 and revised in 1993, on 

the National Longitudinal Survey of 1972 (NLS) and the High School and Beyond studies 

(HSB), which tracked the educational activities of students who graduated in 1980. He also used 
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data from the American College Testing Program (ACT) and Chaney and Farris’s 1991 higher 

education retention survey (Tinto, 1993). 

Tinto (1993) found that several factors determined an individual’s decision to leave a 

higher education institution, which he described as “intention, commitment, adjustment, 

difficulty, congruence, isolation, obligations, and finances” (p. 81). He noted that the first two 

were associated with a person’s disposition upon entering an institution, and the following four 

related to their experience after entry. The final two were due to external forces that had an 

influence on their experience at the institution. Tinto acknowledged that not all individuals or 

institutions are the same. While they all face the same issue of student persistence, different 

institutions will have varying constraints. Likewise, Tinto (1993) noted that “a different mixture 

of events” (p. 83) than those experienced by most other students or residential students caused 

the departure for students of color and commuting students. According to Tinto (1993), the 

departure model represents the various stages students pass through as they integrate 

academically and socially at an institution over time. Tinto (1993) stated the following about the 

model: 

[The model] argues that individual departure from institutions can be viewed as arising 

out of a longitudinal process of interactions between an individual with given attributes, 

skills, financial resources, prior educational experiences, and dispositions (intentions and 

commitments) and other members of the academic and social system of the institution. 

The individual’s experience in those systems, as indicated by his/her intellectual 

(academic) and social (personal) integration, continually modifies his or her intentions 

and commitments. Positive experiences—that is, integrative ones—reinforce persistence 
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through their impact upon heightened intentions and commitments both to the goal of 

college completion and to the institution in which the person finds him/herself (Cabrera, 

Castaneda, Nora, and Hengstler 1992). Negative or malintegrative experiences serve to 

weaken intentions and commitments, especially commitment to the institution, and 

thereby enhance the likelihood of leaving. (p. 113) 

For their attrition model, Bean and Metzer (1985) defined a transfer student as one who 

has one or more of the following characteristics: older than 35, a commuter (not living in campus 

housing), and part-time school attendee. This student’s primary concern is with the academic 

offerings of the institution, rather than the social aspect. Pulling from other attrition theories, 

Bean and Metzer’s (1985) model also includes background variables that may indicate a 

student’s interactions with the institution and academic variables that typically impact a student’s 

attrition decision. Bean and Metzer’s model bases dropout decisions on the following four 

variables: (a) academic performance (primarily from high school), (b) intent to leave, (c) 

background such as high school performance and educational goals, and (d) environmental 

variables. Bean and Metzer (1985) expected each of these to positively or negatively affect 

students’ decisions to drop out, with some being direct and others more indirect.   

Bean and Metzer (1985) expected environmental variables to supersede academic 

variables for the nontraditional student type used in this model. They also expected students to 

stay in school if both variables are positive and leave school if both are negative. However, if 

environmental variables are positive and academic variables are negative, they assumed students 

will leave school. Bean and Metzer (1985) did not find any positive effect of the academic 

variable on retention. For these students, “environmental support compensates for weak 
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academic support, but academic support will not compensate for weak environmental support” 

(Bean & Metzer, 1985, p. 492).  

Bean and Metzer’s (1985) model also looks at the effect of academic outcome (GPA) and 

psychological outcomes on persistence. The researchers expected students to remain in school if 

they have high levels of both and leave if they have low levels. However, the model projects that 

students with high GPAs will leave if they have high stress levels or their goal commitment or 

satisfaction are low. They may remain in school with low GPAs if these psychological outcomes 

are high and leave if they have high GPAs but low psychological outcomes (Bean & Metzer 

(1985).  

Validation theory, developed by Rendón (1994) to study nontraditional students, includes 

six elements. The first is a supportive process initiated by institutional agents (i.e., faculty and 

staff) in and out of the classroom. The second is the idea that students will feel more accepted 

and worthy when validation is present. Third, similar to involvement, “validation is a 

prerequisite to student development” (Rendón, 1994, p. 17). If students feel validated, they will 

tend to be more involved. Fourth, validation can occur in the classroom with faculty, classmates, 

and teaching assistants or outside the classroom with counselors, advisors, family members, 

classmates, and friends who may or may not be attending college. Fifth, validation will be a 

developmental process that occurs over time and lends to richer academic and interpersonal 

experiences for students throughout their college careers. The final element is that validation is 

most effective when introduced in the early stages of the college experience, such as the first 

weeks of classes in the first year (Rendón, 1994). 
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Rendón (1994) identified two types of validation. Academic validation takes place when 

institutional agents engage in actions that help students “trust their innate capacity to learn and to 

acquire confidence in being a college student” (Rendón, 1994, p. 12) in or out of the classroom. 

Interpersonal validation, which can also occur in or out of the class, involves actions that support 

personal and social adjustment. Faculty and staff and a student’s family and friends can engage 

in interpersonal validation (Rendón, 1994).  

The typical college student today is no longer 18-22 years old, White, and attending 

college fulltime. The changing demographics influence how policymakers and researchers view 

the impact of variables, including race, gender, ethnicity, and age, on retention (Reason, 2003).  

Organizational Culture 

Organizational culture made its first appearance in academic literature in a 1979 article, 

“On Studying Organizational Cultures,” by A. M. Pettigrew. The history of organizational 

culture spun out of the cultural studies works of Alvesson (2002); Chhokar et al. (2007); Denison 

et al. (2004); Hatch (1993); Hofstede (1980); Hofstede et al. (1990); and House et al. (2004). 

These researchers focused on the various group and team leadership practices relevant to 

organizations (Dauber et al., 2012). 

Schein’s (2010) model framed organizational culture in terms of three domains: “1.) 

artifacts 2.) espoused beliefs and values, and 3.) basic underlying assumptions” (p. 24). The 

artifacts of an organization are those that are most visible by those inside and outside of the 

organization and can include its structure, processes, and design (Dauber et al.). These artifacts 

can include a strategic plan, institute mission, or a specific building or space on campus at a four-

year institution. The second dimension of Schein’s model, espoused beliefs and values, 
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represents how an organization’s group member distinguishes his or her sense of what is from 

what ought to be. These beliefs and values can evolve from an initial set of rules and instructions 

from a group leader to approaches that get tested and adopted over time by group members 

(Schein, 2010). The interpretation of a strategic plan and its transformation into procedures and 

policies, for example, can depend on group members' beliefs and values. The final dimension of 

the model, basic underlying assumptions, are those values that have become so ingrained into an 

organization’s culture due to their continued successful implementation that they become a 

reality to the group (Schein, 2010). 

Higher Education Culture 

Kuh and Whitt (1988) defined higher education culture as follows: 

The collective, mutually shaping patterns of institutional history, mission, physical 

settings, norms, traditions, values, practices, beliefs, and assumptions that guide the 

behavior of individuals and groups in an institution of higher education and which 

provide a frame of reference for interpreting the meanings of events and actions on and 

off campus. (p. 25) 

Like Schein (2010), Kuh and Whitt (1988), identified artifacts as one of the dimensions of 

culture on the U.S. college campus. The campus community can readily observe artifacts, which 

can include architecture and ceremonies, such as specific buildings and spaces and freshman 

induction and graduation ceremonies, and products such as policies.  

Smart and St. John (1996) and Tierney (1988) contended that change efforts will only be 

effective when understanding and considering an institution’s culture. After their study and 

analysis of a curricular change process at a Midwestern engineering college, Merton et al. (2009) 
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agreed with Smart and St. John and Tierney. A system of collaborative decision-making was the 

norm for faculty at the institution. Nevertheless, the leaders of the first-year program on this 

campus introduced a freshman curriculum with little input from faculty on its development and 

implementation. As a result, the campus never formally recognized the program as part of the 

curriculum and treated it like a pilot for the 11 years of its existence (Merton et al., 2009). 

Conversely, the recently introduced sophomore curriculum leaders worked 

collaboratively with the faculty, including their suggestions when possible and explaining when 

they could incorporate the faculty’s ideas. This structure of shared governance was more in line 

with the beliefs and norms on the campus. Merton et al. (2009) concluded that the way the 

change strategies aligned with the school’s organizational culture influenced the termination of 

the freshman curriculum and the successful implementation of the sophomore curriculum. As 

uncovered in the study of Merton et al. (2009), team members may not realize the culture of an 

organization until there is some transgression of cultural norms and beliefs (Lawson & Ventriss, 

1992; Schein, 2010). Transfer students often face this lack of information about culture as they 

transition and learn about new events and opportunities on their new campuses (Grites, 2013b). 

Transfer Receptive Culture  

The common theme among community colleges recognized as having a strong transfer 

culture is that they prioritize transfer students with targeted information, events, and activities, 

and they consider the transfer process a shared responsibility (Mery & Schiorring, 2011). In their 

study of seven California community colleges with higher than usual transfer rates, Mery and 

Schiorring (2011) found that when schools viewed all of their students as possible transfers, they 
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could better communicate the possibility of transferring. They were also able to connect students 

with the message better when they linked transferring to careers opportunities.  

Similarly, Strempel (2013) opined that transfer students are successful when an 

institution couples its commitment with specialized services and programs. With funding from 

an American Council on Education fellowship, Strempel (2013) visited 45 institutions across the 

country and observed how they each addressed the needs of community college students on their 

campuses. Institutions with a strong commitment to transfer students focused on admission, 

student affairs, academic affairs, financial aid, housing, and communication.  

Jain et al. (2011) advanced the concepts of campus and transfer student culture by 

introducing a transfer receptive culture framework, which they operationalized through critical 

race theory (CRT). The researchers considered transfer a “racialized phenomenon” due to its 

inability to meet “the educational needs of students from underrepresented groups” (Handel, 

2011, p. 415). Jain et al. shifted the responsibility of transfer from the community colleges only 

to four-year institutions with five elements of a transfer receptive culture. The first two elements 

involve establishing a collaborative process between the sending and receiving institutions 

before students transfer. The first establishes the students as an institutional priority, and the 

second is a commitment by the four-year institution to specific transfer student outreach and 

resources. The following three elements apply after students have transferred. The first post-

transfer element of a transfer receptive culture is the commitment to offer specific financial and 

academic support. The second is acknowledging the lived experiences that transfer students will 

bring with them to the four-year institution. The third is creating a framework to assess specific 

transfer programs and initiatives (Jain et al., 2011). 
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Castro and Cortez (2017) explored the lived experiences of Mexican community college 

transfer students at a Pacific Northwest research university. Through semi-structured interviews, 

students expressed the importance family played in their success, from emotional and financial 

support to providing housing and transportation. The students had various reasons for starting at 

a community college, and the cultural values they perceived to be present shaped their 

subsequent experiences at the new transfer institution. Castro and Cortez (2017) reported that 

more significant societal norms dictated these institutional values. The study aimed to determine 

how Mexican community college transfer students could influence the institution's approach 

towards a transfer receptive culture. Castro and Cortez (2017) concluded that the institution 

needed to move beyond the basics of diversity programs when they consider the lived 

experiences of these students and the obstacles they face on campus and move toward a change 

in institutional culture.  

Senie’s 2016 multi-site case study of implementing a transfer policy between community 

colleges and state universities in a northeastern state focused the transfer receptive culture 

framework on the cultural aspect of state-mandated policies and the administrators in charge of 

implementing them. In contrast to the Jain et al. (2011) framework, the researchers found little 

consideration for transfer students in implementing the new policy. The study took place after 

the new governor replaced the separate system of governance for state community and state 

colleges with a new governing body to oversee the entire system. A new transfer mobility policy 

emerged without input from experienced student services personnel at the various institutions. 

While the policy aimed to streamline the articulation process for the school system, it was not 

inclusive of all students. Students who earned an associate's degree at one of the state's 
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community colleges were included, while transfer credit evaluation was up to each university’s 

discretion for others without an associate degree. These students had to navigate what was 

essentially the old transfer policy (Senie, 2016). 

Jain et al. (2016) used the transfer receptive culture framework to review a summer 

bridge program at a community college in California. The participants completed the bridge 

program and participated in the study through focus group interviews. The researchers also 

analyzed five years of program data. Four of the five elements of a transfer receptive culture 

existed in the program. Jain et al. (2016) found that element one, establishing transfer students as 

a priority, was present due to the mere existence and longevity of the program. The students 

identified element two, outreach and resources, in the program’s various workshops and courses 

that help to clarify some of their misconceptions about transferring. Scholarships covered the 

program, and the required textbooks and opportunities were available for students to improve on 

academic skills and study habits (Jain et al., 2016). The scholarships and academic opportunities 

covered element three, financial and academic support, of a transfer receptive culture. Students 

felt that they experienced element four, acknowledging lived experiences, through coursework 

and special program such as mentoring. While the students did not mention element five, 

research and assessment, Jain et al. (2016) posited that their study was a step toward transferring 

receptive culture literature in general. Kuh (2002) indicated that there has been little research on 

how the organizational culture impacts students’ persistence. This study focused on transfer 

student persistence and retention through the third element of the transfer receptive culture 

framework of offering financial and academic support post-transfer. 
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Financial Aid 

Two centuries represent the significant growth periods of access to education and 

financial aid in the United States. A complex system, coordinated by states and the federal 

government to aid in financing higher education, includes opportunities originating with the 

establishment of land grant colleges and state universities in the 19th century (Fuller, 2014). 

These opportunities continued with the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act (GI Bill), the 

establishment of Community Colleges, and an increase in college enrollment after World War II 

(Dowd, 2004; Fuller, 2014; Gladieux, 1995). Equal opportunity in higher education has become 

central to public policy only in recent decades (Gladieux, 1995). The 1944 GI bill established 

federal input into financial aid, followed by the National Defense Education Act of 1958. The 

Higher Education Act (HEA) cemented federal commitment to equal education and financial aid 

in 1965. The HEA’s eventual reauthorizations led to several amendments and programs, 

including the TRIO programs and Pell Grants (Fuller, 2014). 

 Cost of Attendance 

Included in the cost of attending a postsecondary institution in the United States are “the 

sum of published tuition and required fees, books and supplies, and the weighted average cost for 

room, board, and other expenses” (NCES, 2020, para. 1). The cost of attendance will further 

differ based on institutional type and level. First-time, fulltime undergraduate students living on 

campus paid the highest average total cost of attendance ($53,200) at 4-year private non-profit 

institutions in 2019-2020. The cost of attendance was less at private for-profit institutions 

($35,100) and the lowest at public institutions ($25,500) for these students (NCES, 2020). 

Tuition cost also varies over time. Public and private non-profit institutions and private for-profit 
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institutions had higher tuition and fees for first-time, fulltime undergraduate students in the 

academic year 2019-2020 than in 2010-2011. The average tuition and fees cost at public 4-year 

institutions was approximately 13% higher in 2019-20 ($9,400) than 2010-2011 ($8,300) 

(NCES, 2020). The net cost of attendance (total cost of attendance minus grant aid and 

scholarships) for first-time, fulltime undergraduate students awarded federal aid in the academic 

year 2018-19 was lowest for students attending public institutions ($13,900). Students attending 

private nonprofit institutions had the highest net cost ($27,200), followed by students at private 

for-profit institutions, which had a net cost of attendance of $23,800 (NCES, 2020). 

Higher education financing opportunities include subsidies as well as financial aid. The 

subsidies enabled states to offer higher education at a more affordable rate than the private 

sector, and financial aid allows for further discounts via grants, scholarships, and loans 

(Cunningham, 2002). Eligibility varies among federal loan programs. Some are available to all 

students, and others are available only to those who can show financial need (NCES, 2020). 

States vary in the actual distribution of aid. With citizens from several different socioeconomic 

backgrounds, states provide support using various funding models, including work-study, grants, 

and subsidized loans (Dowd, 2004; Tinto & Pusser, 2006).  

Loan, which must be repaid, and grants, which do not have to be repaid, represent the two 

major federal financial aid sources used by first-time, fulltime undergraduate students at higher 

education institutions in the US. Eighty-six percent of first-time, fulltime degree-seeking 

undergraduate students at four-year universities received financial aid in the academic year 2018-

2019. Sixty-five percent of the student at private, for-profit institutions received federal grants 

and 37% of those at public institutions, and 33% of those at private, nonprofit institutions. In the 
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same academic year, 38% of these students at public institutions received state and local grants 

compared to 25% at private, nonprofit institutions and 11% at private, for-profit institutions. 

Eighty-three percent of the students attending private non-profit institutions, 51% of those 

attending public institutions, and 30% at private, for-profit institutions received institutional 

grants (NCES, 2020).   

 Students at private, nonprofit institutions received an average of $22,300 in institutional 

grants in the academic year 2018-2019. Students at public institutions received $6,300, and 

students at private, for-profit institutions received an average of $5,900. In the academic year 

2015-16, 46% of these first-time, fulltime undergraduate students received loans. Sixty-six 

percent of those who completed a bachelor's degree at a public university received a total of 

$29,000 in loans. The most significant percentage of students who received loans (86%) attended 

private for-profit institutions. They also received the highest cumulative amount of loans 

($44,600). Sixty-nine percent of bachelor's degree completers who attended private non-profit 

institutions received $34,400 in loans (NCES, 2020).  

Qualifying for Aid 

Many parents and students are not aware of the various forms of financial aid available to 

them. The lack of knowledge about college costs and financial aid is especially prevalent among 

low-income students, and this can affect their success and completion (Long, 2010). Completing 

the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) form by all students seeking federal aid 

in the United States can further complicate access to aid (Swail, 2004). Students whose parents 

did not go to college tended to have little to no assistance with applying for financial aid. These 

students were discouraged by a process they found to be confusing (Handel, 2011).  
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Feeney and Heroff (2013) analyzed a sample of 4,000 low-income students who 

completed the FAFSA for the 2002-2003 school year to determine the likelihood that these 

students would complete the application in time to qualify for need-based financial aid. The 

Illinois Monetary Award Program, which issues a state-based grant, was used as a case for the 

study. Need, as demonstrated on the FAFSA, and attendance at an approved postsecondary 

institution in Illinois determined the grant award. Feeney and Heroff (2013) found that first-

generation status, a student’s expected family contribution to their education, and academic 

performance influenced timely completion of the FAFSA by low-income students. First-

generation students completed the FAFSA later than those with a parent who had attended 

college. Likewise, students who performed higher academically (designated in the sample as 

state scholars) and students with a higher EFC were more likely to complete the FAFSA early.  

While financial aid can help make college affordable (Kofoed, 2016), students in the past 

15 years continued to forgo federal aid due to not completing the FASFA. Fifty percent (8 

million) of undergraduate students enrolled in higher education institutions in the academic year 

1999-2000 did not complete the FAFSA. Of this group, 850,000 were likely eligible for the Pell 

Grant. Students enrolled at community colleges were the most significant (60%) of those who 

did not complete the FAFSA. However, 42% of the students enrolled at public institutions also 

did not complete the form to apply for aid (Eckel & King, 2004). There was a minor increase in 

FAFSA completion rates of students enrolled in public institutions in the academic year 2007-

2008. Only 52.1% of those students completed the FAFSA compared to 71.7% of students at 

nonprofit institutions and 95.4% at for-profit colleges (Kantrowitz, 2009). During the 2013-2014 

college application season, close to 900,000 Pell Grant eligible students left approximately $2.9 
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billion of grant aid that would not need to be repaid, unclaimed (Taylor, 2019). In the 2018-2019 

application season, the 661,000 students who did not complete the FASFA passed on 

approximately $2.6 billion in free aid (Helhoski, 2018). 

Influence of Aid 

There is still some disparity when one views participation in higher education based on 

family income (Dowd, 2004). The recent shift in financial aid policy away from increasing 

opportunities for students from lower-income families and towards affordability for those from 

middle-income families compounds the disparity (Chen & DesJardins, 2010). Loans and merit 

aid are replacing need-based aid, leading students to face larger unmet financial need, higher 

student debts, and a lower likelihood of success (Chen & DesJardins, 2010; Jones-White et al., 

2014). 

With support from a grant from the American Educational Research Association and the 

use of National Education Longitudinal Study data, Ishitani (2005) studied the attrition behaviors 

among first-generation students at four-year institutions in the United States. The researcher 

found that first-generation college students took longer to complete their degree programs in 

addition to facing a higher risk for departure than their counterparts. However, financial aid, 

particularly grant and work-study, showed positive effects on their first-year retention. Ishitani 

(2005) reported, “Grant recipients or work-study students were 37% or 41% less likely to drop 

out of college in their first year” (p. 18). Similarly, Herzog (2005) found that students from 

middle-income families face a higher risk of departure if they have significant levels of unmet 

financial need. First-year students who are well-prepared academically, but have unmet financial 

needs, tend to transfer to other institutions.   
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Bettinger (2004) used student-level data from all public schools in Ohio and explored the 

effect of the Pell Grant on student persistence from the first to the second year of college. The 

use of a large, robust dataset allowed Bettinger to determine this causal effect. The Ohio Board 

of Regents dataset included comprehensive enrollment data across two-year and four-year 

colleges and universities in the state. This allowed Bettinger (2004) to distinguish between 

students who withdrew from school altogether and those who transferred to another institution 

within the state. The data also included students’ scores from the ACT and financial aid 

information from the FAFSA, permitting Bettinger (2004) to extract financial aid data using 

statistical tools not usually used with other data. The level of data allowed the researcher to tease 

out the discontinuity in the Pell Grant formula and identify a causal effect. Bettinger’s (2004) 

findings suggest that a Pell Grant could influence enrollment by reducing the dropout rate from 

the first to the second year.  

Cabrera, Nora, and Castaneda (1992) surmised that financial aid is impactful due to its 

equalizing influence between low-income and affluent students and its influence on persistence. 

The findings indicated that finances indirectly influenced students’ persistence through their 

academic and social integration. Their financial aid status influenced their academic goals and 

decisions to persist or not in college.  

Academic Advising  

In the late 19th century, academic advising consisted of little more than guidance to 

students who had some autonomy in developing their study programs. The development of more 

specific study plans brought a concern for students’ ability to make accurate decisions. As a 

result, the advisor’s role shifted to reviewing curriculum and student progress (White & 
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Schulenberg, 2012). This model became the dominant approach to academic advising by the 

mid-1920s. Crookston (1994) termed it prescriptive advising as early as 1972, and it is one of 

five approaches in use today. Crookston (1994) explained that in the prescriptive approach, the 

advisor makes recommendations that students follow, much like how a doctor would prescribe 

something to a patient who comes in with an ailment. This one-way flow went in the direction of 

an advisor to a student with no input from the latter (Heisserer & Parette, 2002). Researchers 

have noted an advantage in prescriptive advising based on the acceptance it has among first-year 

students who are accustomed to this approach from high school and minority students who have 

also shown a preference to this approach to advising (Brown & Rivas, 1994; Pardee, 1994). 

Researchers, including Crookston (1994) and O’Banion (1972) established 

developmental advising as the second approach. Based on Chickering’s 1969 Seven Vectors of 

Development, the developmental approach focuses on the student’s needs and involves the 

student in the process (Webb et al., 2015). In this approach, information flows in two directions. 

The advisor gathers information on the student’s needs and goals and assists him or her with 

plans, tools, and resources to reach those goals. With very few detractors, developmental 

advising remains one of the most fundamental and most often used approaches among advising 

practitioners (Grites, 2013a). 

Deficit-remediation advising, a third approach, has few advocates, but it does have some 

practitioners (Webb et al., 2015). Based on the assumption that this approach will be effective in 

helping students obtain their degree, the focus is on providing students with information on 

support services and helping them overcome deficits (Abelman & Molina, 2002). Perhaps on the 

opposite end of that spectrum is the fourth approach, strength-based advising, which helps 
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students succeed in college by facilitating discovering their talents and necessary skills that 

would be useful at this level (Webb et al., 2015). Advocates of strength-based advising compare 

it to development advising in the context that both approaches take a step beyond focusing only 

on academic matters. A noted difference is that strength-based advising focuses on motivating 

students instead of solving a particular problem (Webb et al., 2015).  

A fifth approach, academic-centered advising, received support from researchers like 

Lowestein (2005) and Melander (2005), focused on academic matters. Unlike developmental 

advising, which focuses on the student’s academic learning, Lowestein (2005) described his 

approach as advising as teaching, and Melander (2005) described his as advising as educating. 

The ultimate goal of the academic-centered approach is to help students connect the curriculum 

to their ultimate goals (Webb et al., 2015).  

Drake (2011) contended that, while there is still a place in higher education for the 

prescriptive advising approach, today’s advising process involves information exchange between 

students and advisors, which ultimately allows them to reach their academic potential. 

Developmental advising is evident when advisors use data analytics and early alert systems for 

proactive advising sessions that support student success (Donnelly, 2010; Faulconer et al., 2014; 

Villano, 2018). The National Academic Advising Association (NACADA) defined academic 

advising as follows: 

Academic advising, based in the teaching and learning mission of higher education, is a 

series of intentional interactions with a curriculum, a pedagogy, and a set of student 

learning outcomes. Academic advising synthesizes and contextualizes students' 
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educational experiences within the frameworks of their aspirations, abilities, and lives to 

extend learning beyond campus boundaries and timeframes. (NACADA, 2021, para. 5)  

The 2011 NACADA National Survey (Carlstrom & Miller, 2013) provided a snapshot of 

undergraduate academic advising structure and practices in higher education institutions of all 

types and sizes in the United States. The survey found that personnel responsible for academic 

advising were primarily fulltime and part-time faculty and professional advising staff. A small 

number of institutions (1 in 10) utilized professionals, graduate students, and peer advisors. 

Advising could take place in a self-contained advisor center or within a student’s academic 

discipline. Both managed advising with faculty-only, staff-only, or a combination of the two. 

Advising was mandatory at some universities, while others required advising for a particular 

student population (i.e., first-year). In 9 out of 10 two-year institutions surveyed, advisors listed 

the top job responsibilities as helping students develop a study plan, scheduling and registering 

for courses, selecting a major, and serving on committees. At four-year institutions, the top job 

responsibilities were the same, with the inclusion of participation in new student orientation.  

As evident in the NACADA survey, specific advising policies vary by, and even within, 

institutions. This variation can lead to different student outcomes. Researchers have found 

positive links between the frequency of advising and students’ grades and their perceived level of 

support (Mu & Fosnacht, 2019; Smith & Allen, 2014; Young-Jones et al., 2012). In a self-

assessment survey of 611 students, Young-Jones et al. (2012) found a significant difference in 

the perception of advising based on the frequency of visits to the advisor. Instead of approaching 

the study from the traditional standpoint of student satisfaction with the advising process, 

Young-Jones et al. (2012) used regression analysis among their approaches to evaluate academic 
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advising in terms of how it satisfied student needs and expectations and the role it played in their 

success. Young-Jones et al. (2012) found that students who met with their advisor at least once 

per semester perceived a significantly higher level of support than those who had less frequent 

meetings. This is consistent with research that suggests meaningful engagement and connections 

with advisors positively influence student success (Holland et al., 2020; Lee & Schneider, 2018; 

Williamson et al., 2014).  

Smith and Allen (2014) surveyed students from seven universities and two community 

colleges. They asked questions based on eight advising learning outcomes, including having a 

plan to achieve educational goals, understanding policies at the institution, and knowing where to 

go when there is a problem. Like Young-Jones et al. (2012), Smith and Allen’s results differed 

based on the frequency of advising contacts. There were significantly higher scores on all eight 

learning outcomes from students who previously had formal advising meetings than those who 

had not. The actual number of encounters also made a difference in the scores, with students who 

had more contacts with advisors scoring higher than students with fewer connections (Smith & 

Allen, 2014).  

Researchers linked involvement in campus activities and connecting to faculty to student 

success. They also linked academic advising to retention (Swecker et al., 2013; Habley et al., 

2010). In a study at a large public university in the South East, Swecker et al. (2013) analyzed 

the enrollment status and academic standing of 363 first-generation students to investigate the 

relationship between advising and retention. The researchers treated the number of face-to-face 

meetings with advisors as the independent variable. The dependent variable was students who 

matriculated in fall 2009 and remained in good standing in fall 2010. Swecker et al. (2013) found 
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that the odds of retaining a student increased by 13% for every meeting the student had with an 

advisor. In ACT’s 2010 What Works in Student Retention survey, advising centers were among 

the top three practices with the most significant contributions to retention (Habley et al., 2010).  

Advisor’s interactions with transfer students can start as early as when students apply to 

their institutions and reach out for program information. The interactions continue through 

orientation activities and, finally, matriculation to the new campus (Andrade, 2019; Chan, 2019; 

McCavit & Zellner, 2016; Wheeler, 2019). Academic advisors play the role of teacher, career 

counselor, or coach, depending on a student’s situation. However, their most significant observed 

role on many campuses is as advocates (McClellan, 2013; Nutt, 2010). In this advocacy role, 

advisors sometimes facilitate connections with others on campus to promote transfer student 

success. One example found in the literature is the collaboration between advisors and library 

services to improve transfer students’ information literacy (Casey et al., 2019; Guy & Eime, 

2016; Pan et al., 2009).   

While not claiming any causal link between advising and retention, Cuseo (2007) noted 

that a link is possible based on the impact of advising on variables that do correlate with student 

persistence. These include: “(1) student satisfaction with the college experience, (2) effective 

educational and career planning and decision making, (3) student utilization of campus support 

services, (4) student-faculty contact outside the classroom, and (5) student mentoring” (Cuseo, 

2007, p. 1). 

Summary 

This chapter presented relevant literature on transfer students. It included discussions of 

the transition issues transfer students sometimes face as they move from their two-year to four-
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year institutions. The chapter included a brief history of community colleges and universities in 

the United Sates, followed by a discussion of transfer students’ challenges, financial aid, 

academic advising, and credit articulation. Each of these can influence transfer student success.  

The chapter provided an overview of financial aid. It also presented the literature findings 

that an increase in merit-based aid over need-based aid in higher education impacts the access to 

education for students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. The academic advising section 

introduced several advising theories and the benefit of advising and its link to retention. The final 

section of the chapter covered articulation agreements and credit loss. The literature revealed that 

while institutions partnered to create seamless transfer through articulation agreements, some 

students still experienced credit loss upon transfer.  Chapter 3 outlines the methodology used for 

the study. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Degree attainment rates are often lower for transfer students than their direct-entry 

counterparts (Handel & Williams, 2012; Ishitani, 2008). Ishitani found a higher departure rate for 

transfer students than for direct-entry students at a four-year public university. Transfer students 

who entered as juniors had a 66% departure rate, while those entering as sophomores had a 58% 

departure rate. Their direct entry counterparts departed at a rate of 46% in the same timeframe. 

These departure and completion rates are cause for concern since the pursuit of upward mobility 

for many first-generation and low-income students, historically underrepresented groups in 

higher education, leads them to begin their postsecondary education journey at a community 

college with the intent of later transferring to a four-year institution (Handel & Williams, 2012, 

Mourad & Hong, 2011; Porchea et al., 2010). 

The purpose of this study was to explore, understand, and describe factors that influence 

transfer student retention at a four-year public institution. Further, the researcher examined how 

organizational culture, academic advising, and financial aid policies and procedures influenced 

transfer students’ retention at a four-year public institution. Through semi-structured interviews 

of staff and administrators, the researcher gained insight into institutional actions that influence 

transfer students' retention. The researcher also examined documents to corroborate what 

participants revealed in the interviews (Yin, 2014) and further ascertain the university’s priority 

and support for transfer students. 

This chapter details the methods used in the single-site case study to explore, understand, 

and describe factors that influence transfer student retention at a four-year public institution. The 
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chapter begins with a description of qualitative research and the rationale for its use in this study.  

Subsequent chapter sections include the reiteration of the research questions, the research design, 

the researcher’s subjectivity and bias, instrumentation and data collection techniques, and data 

analysis.  

Research Rationale 

Merriam (1998) linked qualitative research to various philosophical traditions that could 

result in various research orientations. The three that are specific to education are positivist 

(education is the object being studied), interpretive (education is the process, and school is the 

lived experience), and critical research (education is defined as a social institution). Since these 

three philosophical orientations could allow for the research of the same topic from different 

perspectives, Merriam (1998) encouraged researchers to examine the knowledge they hope to 

gain and their purpose for researching to help select the best orientation.  

Merriam (1998) further described qualitative inquiry as an “umbrella concept covering 

several forms of inquiry that help us understand and explain the meaning of social phenomena 

with as little disruption of the natural setting as possible” (p. 5). Qualitative inquiry is 

appropriate for exploring a problem or issue in the space where participants experienced it. It is 

also a suitable approach when researchers want to encourage sharing stories (Creswell, 2013). 

Qualitative inquiry was a good fit for this study because of the need to understand the 

relationship between culture, transfer student programs and policies, and transfer students' 

success. The case study allowed the researcher to investigate the factors that influence transfer 

student success within a “bounded system” (Creswell, 2013, p. 97). 



 

46 

Research Questions Reiterated 

The following research question guided this study: 

1. What strategies, policies, and procedures in the areas of academic advising and 

financial aid are in place to address the retention of community college transfer 

students at a four-year public university? 

This central question generated the following subquestions: 

a. What is the role of academic advising as it pertains to addressing the retention of 

community college transfer students at a four-year public university? 

b. What is the role of financial aid as it pertains to addressing the retention of 

community college transfer students at a four-year public university? 

Research Design 

Crotty’s (1998) four elements of a research proposal, epistemology, theoretical 

perspective, methodology, and methods framed this case study’s design. The epistemology 

guiding the research was constructivism, which Crotty (1998) characterized as a description of 

“the individual human subject engaging with objects in the world and making sense of them” (p. 

79). The researcher explored policies and programs at a four-year public university in the United 

States and constructed patterns and meaning from this exploration through a constructivist lens 

(Crotty, 1998). The theoretical perspective was from an interpretivist approach, which “looks for 

culturally derived and historically situated interpretations of the social life-world” (Crotty, 1998, 

p. 67). Unlike a positivist approach that operates from natural science methods to provide a 

detached observation, the researcher sought cultural context while collecting and analyzing data.  
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The theoretical framework derived from organizational culture as outlined by Schein 

(1985, 2004, 2010) and the transfer-receptive culture model delineated by Jain et al. (2011). 

Schein (1985, 2004, 2010) posited that artifacts, values, and basic underlying assumptions 

represent the three layers of culture. The researcher focused on artifacts (university documents 

and websites) to explore and understand transfer student support in the context of this first or 

outer layer of the university’s culture. Interviews revealed values and underlying assumptions. 

Jain et al. (20111) contended that four-year institutions help transfer students’ success by 

providing specific financial and academic support. The researcher sought to give meaning to the 

reflection of institutional agents in these two student support areas. The researcher used a case 

study because of the desire to investigate programs and policies in-depth and within the 

university context (Yin, 2014). The researcher’s methods included interviews of 11 participants 

and document analysis to explore and understand factors that influence transfer student retention.  

Sample, Study Site, and Population 

The researcher used purposeful sampling to identify a public four-year university with 

successful outcomes for transfer students. The researcher selected a site in a southern U.S. state 

with a first-year transfer student retention rate higher than peer universities in the state. The 

researcher used a combination of data from the National Center of Education Statistics (NCES) 

College Navigator, U.S. News & World Report rankings, and self-reported university statistics to 

identify the study site. The selected site was unique because it attracted many transfer students 

and also prepared students for transfer. NCES data showed that 79% of fulltime, non-first-time 

(transfer) students who entered the university in 2011-2012 received a Bachelor's degree at the 

university or enrolled at different institutions. In 2017, the U.S. News & World Report ranked it 
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as the state’s top destination for transfer students. The school reported a 74% first-year retention 

rate for transfer students in that same year. Over 90% of the first-year undergraduates at the 

university received financial aid in the 2017-2018 academic year.  

A public university was appropriate for this case study since most transfer students enroll 

at public institutions (Hossler et al., 2012). The study site was a large four-year public university 

in a suburban city in the U.S. southeastern region. It had a Carnegie classification of a doctoral 

university with high research activity and an accreditation from the Southern Association of 

Colleges and Schools, Commission on Colleges. Over 32,000 total undergraduate students, 

including over 2,700 transfer students, enrolled in the university in fall 2018. Over 80% of the 

undergraduates were in-state residents. The university’s feeder schools for transfer students 

included both colleges and universities across the state. Institutional agents—academic advisor, 

financial aid counselor, and dean/program director role—comprised the study population. The 

researcher selected this population because of their experience with the study’s transfer student 

phenomenon.  

Participants 

The researcher used purposeful sampling to identify initial participants and snowball 

sampling to recruit additional participants (Creswell, 2013). The inclusion criteria were (a) the 

institutional agent had worked with the transfer student population at the study site in an 

academic advisor, financial aid counselor, or dean/program director role and (b) the institutional 

agent had at least one year of experience working with transfer students. 

The recruitment email sent to prospective study participants included questions to 

determine if the institutional agents met the inclusion criteria. The email informed them about 
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the study, its general purpose and significance, and any potential harm or benefit to participating. 

The researcher received 13 responses and conducted 11n interviews. The use of pseudonyms in 

place of the study site and participants’ names ensured confidentiality and anonymity.  

Subjectivity Statement 

The researcher was a transfer student who faced some adjustment issues after transferring 

from a small four-year university to a larger four-year university. Additionally, at the time of the 

study, the researcher worked at a four-year public university in the United States in an advising 

role that brought her into contact with community college transfer students. Some of those 

students also faced the adjustment issues noted earlier in this study, which they sometimes 

revealed to the researcher directly or indirectly in conversation and advising sessions. To remain 

subjective, the researcher employed the epoché (or bracketing) approach, a concept used by 

Moustaka in transcendental phenomenology as explained by Creswell (2013).  This required the 

researcher to set aside her background and experiences to take a fresh look at the phenomenon 

under study (Creswell, 2013). After collecting the data, the researcher employed epoché 

throughout the study before reviewing or analyzing documents or transcripts of interviews. To 

acknowledge and remove possible bias, the researcher kept a journal to record observations and 

details on the researcher's views and opinions of those observations (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).   

Instrumentation 

In qualitative inquiry, “the researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and 

analysis” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 16). This role can prove beneficial when conducting 

interviews since it allows the researcher to be adaptive and responsive. The researcher conducted 

one interview in person and 10 via telephone. The telephone format reduced the opportunity to 
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observe nonverbal cues, so the researcher relied heavily on verbal cues. The semi-structured 

interview questions allowed for deviation and follow-up questions (see Appendix B).  

Validation 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested using credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability to validate qualitative data. They emphasized credibility as the most important in 

establishing trustworthiness. Participant validation of transcripts, transcript summaries, and 

findings reinforced credibility in this study. This member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) 

allowed the participants to determine if they recognized the descriptions and interpretations used 

as their own.  

Triangulation also promoted credibility. The researcher conducted a thorough review of 

the research literature on transfer students, and interviews with the institutional agents focused 

on their perceptions and interpretations of the influence of academic advising and financial aid 

policies and programs on the retention of transfer students. The triangulation provided 

corroboration and validation of the findings. 

The data analysis in Chapter 4 includes a complete description of the participants and the 

study site, thus enabling comparison to similar studies and decisions on whether the findings are 

transferrable (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The use of multiple data collection methods (interviews 

and document review) allowed the researcher to collect consistent and dependable data (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The study sections on research design, data gathering, 

and summary add to dependability by allowing an independent researcher to assess and replicate 

the research practices (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Confirmability ensures that ideas generated from 

this study come from the institutional agents and not the researcher. The triangulation of multiple 
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data sources reduced the effect of any researcher bias. Additionally, step-by-step handling of the 

data from collection and processing to analysis and recommendations provides an audit trail that 

will allow the reader to trace the research and determine if it can be accepted (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). 

Pilot Study 

 The researcher conducted a pilot study with similar institutional agents (administrators 

and staff) to test the interview questions and interview protocol. The researcher refined interview 

questions for clarification. The final study does not include data from the pilot study (Yin, 2014). 

Table 1 contains interview questions asked in the pilot study. 

 
Table 1 

Pilot Study Interview Questions 

Pilot Study Interview Questions 

• Describe your experience working with transfer students at this university. 

• Describe how this university supports transfer students through academic advising/financial 
aid.  

• What is your general feeling/ point of view of transfer students? 

• In your experience, what aspects of academic advising/financial aid have been helpful to 
students? 

• Which academic advising/financial aid policies do students find the most challenging? 

• In your experience working with transfer students who stay or leave this university, what lead 
to that decision? 

• Describe the relationship you have with transfer students with whom you currently work. 
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Institutional Review Board Approval 

Upon completing the proposal defense, the researcher submitted the Mercer Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) application for approval to conduct the study (see Appendix A). After 

Mercer IRB approval, the researcher submitted an IRB request to the study site. The site required 

specific research training for the key informant before approving access. The researcher 

proceeded with the study after receiving this approval. 

Data Collection 

The data used in qualitative research can come from any source that helps answer the 

research questions (Grbich, 2013). In this case study, the researcher conducted semi-structured 

interviews and analyzed documents to gain insight into factors that influence transfer student 

retention at a four-year public university in the United States. Data collection began with 

identifying a key informant at the study site to serve as the researcher’s primary contact 

(Creswell, 2013). This individual was responsible for accessing the distribution lists of 

prospective participants and sending recruitment emails. Since the researcher was interested in 

how academic advising and financial aid policies and procedures influenced transfer student 

retention, she instructed the informant to send the recruitment email to the academic advising 

listserve and staff members in the financial aid office. The email included a summary of the 

study and a brief survey for their contact information if they agreed to participate. Of the over 90 

advisors on the list, nine responded to the survey, and seven agreed to complete an interview. 

Two of the 21 financial aid staff members responded and completed an interview. The researcher 

identified two additional university administrators through snowball sampling. The researcher 

then sent an informed consent form to each person who agreed to participate in the study and 



 

53 

asked them to return it before the interview. The researcher also sent each person a reminder the 

day before their interview. The researcher collected written consent from each participant before 

the start of each interview. One interview was conducted face-to-face in a conference room at the 

study site. Shortly after the first interview, the institution stopped all in-person activities due to 

COVID-19. The researcher conducted the remaining interviews via telephone.  

The researcher designed a six-page interview protocol to use as a guide (Creswell, 2013) 

that included a place for basic information about each interview, such as interviewee name, 

interview date, start time, and interview questions. All participants answered the same prepared 

questions, which were spread out on the protocol to allow the researcher to write responses and 

take notes. The researcher also asked follow-up questions as needed for clarification. The 

digitally recorded interviews ranged from 16 to 38 minutes. All participants received a 

pseudonym to ensure anonymity, and the recordings were kept in a password-protected file 

accessible to the researcher only. All digital recordings were destroyed after a complete review 

and analysis.  

The researcher reviewed and analyzed the following eight documents to identify and 

assess the school's transfer culture and resources as reflected in any policies, procedures, or 

initiatives: (a) university mission statement, (b) university vision statement, (c) university 

strategic planning document, (d) student services portal, (e) transfer student port, (f) financial aid 

website (g) academic advising website, and (h) articulation website. The semi-structured 

interviews and detailed document reviews provided multiple sources to answer the research 

questions (Creswell, 2013).   
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Data Analysis 

Qualitative data analysis consists of organizing and reviewing collected data, developing 

themes through a repetitive coding process, and presenting the data through a narrative or in 

tables (Creswell, 2013). The researcher conducted ethnographic analysis (Grbich, 2013) on the 

transcripts and documents. Ethnographic analysis is thematic, allowing the researcher to analyze 

further why and how participants used words in a specific cultural context (Grbich, 2013). Braun 

and Clark (2006) outlined six phases for thematic analysis, a method used for “identifying, 

analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (p. 6).  The researcher used a 

combination of these phases and the six steps in Auerbach and Silverstein’s (2003) “mechanics” 

(p. 42) for coding qualitative data to analyze the case study data. The phases presented by Braun 

and Clark are (1) familiarizing yourself with your data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching 

for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6) producing the report. 

Auberach and Silverstein (2003) used the following six-step process: (1) state the research 

concern, (2) select relevant text, (3) group relevant text into categories of repeating ideas, (4) 

group repeating ideas into themes, (5) develop theoretical constructs from themes, and (6) create 

a narrative. Table 2 shows a comparative summary of the two processes.   
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Table 2 

Summary of Two Analytical Strategies 

Braun and Clark’s Six Phases  
of Thematic Analysis 

Auerbach and Silverstein’s Coding Procedure: 
The Mechanics 

1. Familiarize yourself with your data. 

2. Generate initial codes. 

3. Search for themes. 

4. Review themes. 

5. Define and name themes. 

6. Produce a report. 

1. State research concern. 

2. Select relevant text. 

3. Group relevant text in categories of 

repeating ideas.  

4. Group repeating ideas into themes. 

5. Develop theoretical constructs from 

themes. 

6. Create a narrative.  

 
 

The researcher searched the university website for documents relevant to the research 

question. Some documents were reviewed inductively before the interviews based on the 

researcher’s goal to gain insight of institutional strategies and policies that addressed transfer 

student success and retention. Other documents were reviewed deductively after the interview to 

corroborate the interview findings. These generated themes led to the selection of these 

documents (Patton, 2014). 

The researcher used a third-party service to transcribe the interviews and reviewed the 

transcripts several times for accuracy. Each participant received their written transcript to review 

for accuracy as well. The researcher moved to the first phase of the previously described process. 

The researcher reviewed each transcript again (Braun & Clark, 2006), with the research 

subquestions (research concern) for context (Auberach & Silverstein, 2003). In the second phase, 

the researcher searched for relevant text across all transcripts (Auberach & Silverstein, 2003). 
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Lines of text that allowed the researcher to understand the participant's action relative to the 

research subquestions were collected in a Microsoft Excel worksheet. The researcher then 

reviewed and reduced the relevant lines of text and proceeded to step three. This phase involved 

grouping the final list of relevant text into categories of repeating ideas (Auberach & Silverstein, 

2003). The researcher entered these categories, which represented the initial open codes (Braun 

& Clark, 2006), into a new spreadsheet.  

In phase four of the process, the researcher reviewed the repeating ideas and maintained 

those with input from two or more participants (Auberach & Silverstein, 2003). The researcher 

grouped these repeating ideas into four significant categories that expressed a common theme 

across the entire data set (Braun & Clark, 2006). In the fifth phase, the researcher constructed 

higher-level categories of meanings from the themes and generated names (Auberach & 

Silverstein, 2003). The themes the researcher developed during the analysis were (a) Validating 

Experience and Evaluating Needs, (b) Collaborating Internally and Externally, (c) Creating 

Advising Opportunities, and (d) Supporting Engagement and Resource Connections. The 

researcher sent a description of the themes to each participant along with their relevant quotes. 

Participants were asked to provide feedback on the researcher’s interpretation and placement of 

their quotes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In the sixth and final phase, the researcher presented the 

findings in a narrative and tables (Auberach & Silverstein, 2003; Braun & Clark, 2006; Yin, 

2014). 

Reporting Results 

Chapter 4 displays the final report in both textual and non-textual formats. It includes a 

narrative description of the findings and tables with the codes and themes the researcher 
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discovered (Auberach & Silverstein, 2003; Braun & Clark, 2006; Yin, 2014). The researcher 

assigned pseudonyms to the study site, participants, and documents to maintain anonymity. 

Summary 

This chapter outlined the methods used to conduct a case study and the justification for 

qualitative inquiry. The use of Crotty’s (1998) four elements of a research proposal 

(epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology, and methods) was discussed. The chapter 

included information on the study site and criteria for selecting participants. Steps used for 

collecting data via individual interviews and document analysis were included. The researcher 

discussed the validation of the collected data. The chapter concluded with the data analysis 

process. Chapter 4 presents the findings. 

 

 

 

 



 

58 

CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

While direct-entry students comprise less than 50% of the new student population at 

some public universities, there are far fewer data collected and tracked on transfer students 

(Marling, 2013). The available data reveal that community college transfer students face 

challenges a plethora of challenges (Porchea et al., 2010). Additionally, researchers have found 

higher departure rates and lower degree attainment rates for transfer students than experienced 

by their direct-entry counterparts (Ishitani, 2008; Handel & Williams, 2012). More research is 

necessary to uncover support mechanisms to help these students transfer successfully and persist 

to degree completion (Miller, 2013). The study aimed to explore, understand, and describe 

factors that influence transfer student retention by examining the influence of academic advising 

and financial aid strategies, policies, and procedures. This chapter presents the findings of a case 

study conducted at a four-year public university in the United States. 

The researcher reviewed institutional data from the NCES College Navigator, U.S. News 

and World Reports ranking, and various university websites, then selected the study site for 

several factors. First, the university reported a first-year transfer student retention rate of 74% for 

students who started in fall 2018. Second, NCES data show that 79% of transfer students at the 

university in 2011-2012 either received a bachelor’s degree or enrolled at a different university. 

These rates were higher than comparable universities in the state. Third, the site was the top 

destination for transfer students in the state in 2017.  

The researcher interviewed nine staff members and two administrators to understand 

factors that influenced transfer student retention. The researcher also reviewed eight documents 
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to supplement the interview data with other sources (Yin, 2014) and further examine institutional 

practices relating to transfer students and transfer student retention. Interview data were digitally 

recorded and transcribed. The researcher used methods outlined by Auerbach and Silverstein 

(2003) and Braun and Clarke (2006) to code and analyze the transcript data. The pseudonym 

given to the study site was Riverside University. The researcher assigned a pseudonym to the 

site, participants, documents, and programs to ensure anonymity and protect the identity of 

research participants. This chapter includes the research questions, descriptions of the study site 

and participants, and the study findings. 

Research Questions Reviewed 

The following primary research question guided the study: 

1. What strategies, policies, and procedures in the areas of academic advising and 

financial aid are in place to address the retention of community college transfer 

students at a four-year public university? 

This central question generated the following subquestions: 

a. What is the role of academic advising as it pertains to addressing the retention of 

community college transfer students at a four-year public university? 

b. What is the role of financial aid as it pertains to addressing the retention of 

community college transfer students at a four-year public university? 

The researcher conducted a pilot study at a different four-year public university in the United 

States to test the interview design (Creswell, 2013; Turner, 2010). After conducting the pilot 

study, the researcher reworded one question and broke another into two questions for clarity.  
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Study Site Description 

Riverside (pseudonym) is a four-year public research university, regionally accredited by 

the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC). It has 

two campuses, and the researcher conducted the study on the campus in a suburban area. 

Riverside sponsors 16 NCAA Division I athletic teams. As one of the state's largest universities, 

the university offers more than 90 undergraduate degree programs and more than 75 graduate 

degree programs. Over 30,000 undergraduate students attended Riverside in 2019. The 

university’s ranking as the top destination in the state for students who transfer from other 

colleges and its first-year transfer retention of close to 75% for fall 2017 made it an ideal choice 

to study factors that influence transfer student retention.  

 While the campus is on over 500 acres of land, buildings that house student services are 

in a central and accessible part of campus. The student center and campus dining hall are within 

walking distance of each other and open green spaces. The Office of Commuter Services 

reserves lounge spaces in the student center to provide transfer and commuter students access to 

computers and an area to relax and study. They are specific spaces that aid transfer students’ 

social and academic adjustment (Townsend, 2008). 

Academic advising at Riverside is decentralized. Each college manages its advising 

structure and operations from physical locations within the colleges. However, a campus 

administrator provides the overall vision and strategic direction for the university. Students have 

assigned advisors within their major based on students’ last names. Those who have not declared 

majors also have specific advisors with whom they can work. Students can visit one central 

advising website to learn more about advising and find their assigned advisors.  
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Financial aid operates out of a central office. Similar to academic advisors, students have 

assigned financial aid counselors based on their last names. Students can contact their counselor 

via email and can also schedule appointments to meet. The financial aid website contains a 

wealth of information, including policies, financial aid types, and resource guides. 

In response to the novel coronavirus outbreak (COVID 19), Riverside suspended 

instruction for two weeks in April 2020 then shifted to an online instructional format for the 

remainder of the semester. Other student services like advising and financial aid were also 

shifted to 100% online formats. Offering online advising services was not new to the campus; 

thus the infrastructure was already in place with Riverside’s student management system. Some 

academic advising units around the campus were already offering virtual advising hours in the 

evening to accommodate their commuter and nontraditional students. The campus expanded its 

use of the existing platform to offer academic advising in an entirely virtual format, with 

advisors working from home. 

In addition to the platform already in use, some academic advising units used Microsoft 

Teams to mimic their drop-in services as closely as possible. This was especially useful during 

high-volume advising periods where they needed to see many students, but only for short 

periods. The campus shutdown also impacted data collection. The shutdown occurred after the 

researcher conducted one interview. A planned return for a campus tour was canceled, and the 

researcher conducted the remaining interviews via telephone. 

Description of Participants 

At Riverside, a key informant sent the researcher’s recruiting email to 90 academic 

advisors on a listserve and via direct email to 21 financial aid counselors. The email included a 
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brief description of the study. The researcher received 11 responses from these emails. Nine of 

the respondents, two financial aid counselors, and seven academic advisors, agreed to participate 

in the study and completed interviews. The researcher recruited two advising administrators 

through snowball sampling, and they also participated in the study. The researcher sent an 

informed consent form to the respondents who agreed to participate. The researcher conducted 

one semi-structured interview in person and 10 via telephone. The interviews ranged from 16 to 

38 minutes. There were three male and eight female participants, and their years of experience at 

Riverside ranged from one to 11 years. Table 3 displays descriptive information of the 

participants. The researcher used pseudonyms to protect the participants’ identities. 

 
Table 3 

Participant Descriptions 

Participant Title/Position Gender Years at University 

Brian Sr. Academic Advisor Male ~ 6 years 

Richard Sr. Financial Aid Counselor Male ~4 years 

Leah Academic Advisor Female ~3 years 

Michelle Academic Coach Female ~4 years 

Sophia  Academic Advisor Female ~6 years 

Natalie Academic Advisor Female ~7 years 

Madison Financial Aid Counselor Female ~ 1year 

Emily Academic Advisor Female ~3 years 

Violet  Dir. Academic Advising Female ~7 years 

Audrey Faculty/ Administrator Female ~3 years 

Owen Campus Advising Executive Male ~11 years 
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Findings 

To code and analyze the data, the researcher used thematic analysis as outlined in six 

phases by Braun and Clarke (2006). The researcher complemented the process with some steps 

outlined in the mechanics of coding qualitative data by Auerbach and Silverstein (2003). First, 

the researcher considered the question (research concern) guiding the study and considered what 

she hoped to learn. She reflected on the two research subquestions developed to explore and 

understand factors that influence transfer student retention at Riverside. The questions focused 

on the role of academic advising and financial aid in addressing retention. 

Second, the researcher searched the transcripts for any text relevant to the research 

concern or anything that helped understand the participants and their actions better. With the 

research subquestions as a guide, the researcher searched the transcripts for participants’ 

reflections on institutional actions, policies, or specific procedures that influence transfer student 

retention. The participants were well-positioned to provide this insight because of their 

interactions with transfer students or their professional roles. The researcher reviewed each 

transcript line by line and pulled out text relevant to the research concern. After several reviews 

of the transcripts, the researcher had 238 lines of text representing the relevant passages. In the 

third phase, the researcher sorted the relevant passages and grouped them into 28 categories of 

similar or repeating ideas. Table 4 displays these initial open codes. 
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Table 4 

Initial Open Codes Generated During Data Analysis 

Initial Open Codes 

• Engagement 

• Missed opportunity/required advising 

• Satisfaction with program options 

• Making meaningful connections 

• Using technology for student success 

• Flexibility of course delivery 

• Custom degree options 

• Outreach to prospective students 

• Advocacy 

• Making attendance affordable 

• Targeted advising outreach 

• Dedicated contact person 

• Staying Connected 

• Building relationships 

• Unique requirements/needs 

• Prior experiences 

• Investment in advising 

• Pre-orientation outreach 

• Accurate records 

• Monitoring aid eligibility 

• Understanding/verifying financial aid status 

• Multiple resources 

• Navigating program and major requirements 

• Transfer credit review 

• Transfer credit loss 

• Culture of change 

• Culture of care 

• Partnering for student success 

 
 

In the fourth phase of analysis, the researcher reviewed the repeating ideas and 

maintained categories with input from at least two participants. The researcher then grouped 

them into four more significant categories, which expressed themes across the entire data set. 
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Fifth, the researcher constructed higher-level categories of the meaning from the themes 

and generated names. The four themes discovered during the analysis were (a) Validating 

Experience and Evaluating Needs, (b) Collaborating Internally and Externally, (c) Creating 

Advising Opportunities, and (d) Supporting Engagement and Resource Connections. Table 5 

contains the themes developed from the codes and the number of repeating ideas related to each 

theme. 

 
Table 5 

Themes Developed from Codes 

Themes Repeating Ideas Related to Themes 

Validating Experiences and Evaluating Needs 

Collaborating Internally and Externally 

Creating Advising Opportunities 

Supporting Engagement and Resource Connections 

69 

40 

69 

43 

 
 

The researcher used member checking to validate the findings. After reviewing the 

transcribed interviews several times for accuracy, the researcher sent each participant a copy of 

their verbatim transcript to review for accuracy. After the data analysis, the researcher sent a 

description of the themes to the participants with their relevant quotes. The researcher asked 

participants to provide feedback on their quotes’ placement under each theme and the 

researcher's interpretation. In the sixth phase, the researcher created the narrative of the findings.  

The researcher reviewed eight documents, all found on the university’s website, to 

validate and supplement the themes discovered during the data analysis (Yin, 2014). Some 
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documents were reviewed and analyzed inductively before the interviews and based on the 

researcher’s interest in institutional strategies, policies, and procedures related to transfer 

students. Others were reviewed and analyzed deductively based on the themes generated after the 

interviews (Patton, 2014). The documents reviewed and displayed in Table 6 were as follows: (a) 

university mission statement, (b) university vision statement, (c) university strategic planning 

document, (d) student services portal, (e) transfer student portal, (f) financial aid website (g) 

academic advising website, and (h) articulation website. Documents have generic names or 

pseudonyms to maintain anonymity. The researcher also searched other areas of the university’s 

website for policies, procedures, and resources related to transfer students and transfer student 

support. 

 
Table 6 

Documents Reviewed 

Document Document Description 

University Mission Statement Outlined the overall mission of the university 

University Vision Statement Outlined the overall vision of the university 

University Strategic Plan Document Outline of university’s Strategic Plans and goals 

for coming years 

Student Services Portal Collection of university services for students 

Transfer Student Portal Collection of university services for transfer 

students  

Financial Aid Website 

Academic Advising Website 

Detailed financial aid requirements and processes 

Detailed academic advising  

Articulation Website Collection of current articulation agreements 
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The findings appear under themes. The document review supported the four themes that 

emerged from the data analysis. To further ensure anonymity, the researcher will present overall 

findings but not in-depth details of the documents’ content. All themes were present in academic 

advising actions, and the first research question and three themes were present in financial aid 

actions and the second research question. 

University Culture 

The interview sessions started with background questions designed to put participants at 

ease and encourage them to open up in the interview (Creswell, 2013). The researcher asked 

participants to describe their experience at Riverside and what motivated them to come to work. 

While these were opening questions, the purpose was to ascertain Riverside’s culture and how it 

could influence the transfer student experience. Some participants, like Natalie, an academic 

advisor, were motivated by the work they did with the students. She said, “So honestly, it’s the 

students. Helping the students achieve their educational goals and their professional goals, and I 

love being a part of that process to help students achieve their goals.”  

Similarly, Emily, another academic advisor who participated in the study, said,  

So, I think, as most of us can say in advising, it’s definitely our students. They have such 
a great energy and just such a diverse background and experiences, and so every day, I 
feel like I’m walking into something new. And it’s a really good feeling, which is 
exciting. So I love the students I work with. I love the programs I’ve advised for. 
 

Violet, an academic advising director who had been at Riverside for seven years, also found 

motivation in helping students and enjoyed the variety. She said,  

Oh, I like advising. I love helping students. I love watching the advisors help the 
students. But the nice part about advising is no two days are ever the same. The most 
important thing is even though the situations may sound alike, and the backgrounds may 
sound similar, you can’t ever assume that they’re going through the same situation or 
ever have the same experiences, even if it looks like it. 
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Leah, an academic advisor, explained how the students themselves impacted her. She 

further said, “Well, what motivates me to come to work every day are the students.” When asked 

what specifically about the students motivated her, she added,  

Just their motivation. You have the nontraditional students that are working fulltime, and 
actually, some of them are taking fulltime loads. And just watching them go through the 
process of completing their degree and how determined they are, even through obstacles 
that they may run across. And then even though they work fulltime and are here part time 
. . . how determined they are to obtain their degree within a reasonable amount of time. 
 
Riverside experienced some leadership changes in its upper administration recently. Top-

level administration changed three times in three years. Some of the participants reflected on 

how those changes led to growth that they found motivating. Participants also talked about the 

overall care for students that they observed. Richard, a senior financial aid counselor, said,  

I think I work with a pretty good team at [Riverside]. Everyone there cares about 
ultimately making sure that the students are successful. We have that shared goal. We all 
are working together for that. I think [Riverside] has really had a lot of growth over the 
past several years. It was already well on that path when I joined, but it’s been exciting to 
just see how it’s coming into its own as a major national university, and it’s exciting to be 
part of that. 
 
Brian, a senior academic advisor, also shared his perspective on change at the university, 

saying, “So, I like that [Riverside] has this ever-changing movement towards improvement and 

that they're not afraid to try new things, do things different, listen to new perspective.” Relating 

the changes to students and his motivation, he continued, 

So, things are being shaken up, and the thing that I like most about [Riverside] and the 
faculty and staff at [Riverside] by and large are student centered, and they’re really 
wanting to move towards improvement. I think that’s the thing that keeps me coming 
back to work. 
 
Kristen, an academic coach at Riverside, also had a positive view on the changes when 

she discussed what motivated her to come to work each day. She started at Riverside just before 
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many of the leadership changes discussed by the previous participants. She remembered, “It was 

a lot of change really quickly, and it hasn’t stopped. We just had, with different [leadership], 

with their different viewpoints, different initiatives that we’re looking at. So that part is super 

exciting.” Kristen described “seeing all the effects of a more centralized advising technology and 

coaching technology” as “really exciting.” She explained, “I like to see new projects and to 

change things, so it’s better for the students.” 

Themes 

The four themes discovered during the data analysis were (a) Validating Experience and 

Evaluating Needs, (b) Collaborating Internally and Externally, (c) Creating Advising 

Opportunities, and (d) Supporting Engagement and Resource Connections. The follow sections 

are a discussion of these themes. Participants’ quotes accompany the narrative presentation of 

themes. 

Validating Experience and Evaluating Needs 

The theme of Validating Experience and Evaluating Needs emerged from participants’ 

descriptions of Riverside’s policies and procedures that developed while considering, 

celebrating, and respecting the experiences and realities of transfer students. It includes the 

specific actions that allow students to succeed while honoring those experiences. A popular item 

in this theme was credit review and evaluation. Riverside had existing articulation agreements 

with many of its transfer student feeder schools. The agreements outlined program requirements, 

such as GPA and minimum credit hours needed for acceptance at Riverside. A transfer 

equivalency database was also on the university’s website and available for anyone to search for 

individual classes from a college or university and see how it transferred to Riverside. While the 
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database included credit equivalencies, transfer students sometimes required additional credit 

reviews if their previous institution’s classes did not appear in the database. Eight of the nine 

participants with experience in the academic advising area discussed credit review. Leah 

explained how academic advisors work with transfer students to review how the accepted credits 

fell into their selected degree programs: 

Through academic advising, we sit down with transfer students and their transcripts 
through [ the degree audit system], and we go through the courses that are transferring in 
from the college that they have left, and we make sure that they are in the right place. 
And if there are surplus hours left, we make sure that there isn’t an oversight where they 
could be applied. And then, we go over the requirements for the major that they have 
declared once they get here and make sure that they take the correct courses to be on 
track to graduate in the time that they have set for themselves. 
 
Similarly, Natalie noted that credit review was important to transfer students because 

“they want to maximize their coursework as much as possible, obviously to not waste any more 

money and not waste any more time.” She talked about the process she often followed after the 

first round of evaluations. “[Riverside] does an initial transcript evaluation through our transfer 

evaluation office and the registrar,” she said. “There are times that maybe the registrar often, the 

very first look of their transcript, does not . . . get all the equivalencies down.” Because 

departments at Riverside have the flexibility to make further substitutions, Natalie took a closer 

look. She explained,  

Even though maybe in the first round they didn’t apply a class and a certain requirement, 
I will do the substitution process and build a case why that class could maybe sub for this 
specific general education course or should be equivalent. That has been helpful from an 
advising standpoint for transfer students . . . the course substitution process to give them 
as much credit as possible. 
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Emily reiterated how important it is for transfer students to meet with advisors to discuss 

their credits. She remarked that some students who were not aware of how their credits 

transferred could inadvertently take classes they did not need.  

For example, they thought their transcripts would automatically be sent to Riverside 
when they transferred, or they didn’t get in touch with an advisor until two semesters 
later, and there’s a course that they’ve been taking that has been unnecessary, and things 
like that. So, I feel like once we get a hold of a student for advising, it’s very productive. 

 
Emily further discussed how some departments could go beyond the initial course 

evaluation and provide course substitutions in some areas. This process also helped to prevent 

credit loss. She noted this as another reason why transfer student advising is important after the 

initial credit evaluation. She said, “My department is very flexible with transfer credit. And 

they’ll allow sometimes up to nine or ten classes that count that transfer evaluators didn’t or 

weren’t able to substitute because it required departmental approval.” 

Owen considered this credit review to be a crucial procedure for advisors and for 

validating transfer student experiences. He stated that some of the difficulties transfer students 

experience “goes back to the number of credits they bring in” and emphasized, “we don't want a 

kid to graduate with 140, 150 credits, and all you need is 120. That’s time, energy, and effort on 

their part.” Owen explained how advisors assist with removing this barrier:  

Academic advising is a group that can look at those courses and say, “This looks like it 
might fulfill this math requirement because it looks very similar,” and either get them to 
bring in a syllabus from the other school, or the advisor, him or herself, can reach out to 
the register's office and say, “Hey, do you know if we’ve ever accepted this course at this 
particular school?” And a lot of times, if it’s the same school over and over, we’ll know 
what we’ve accepted. 
So, advisors do things like that. And those students tend to be real appreciative of it 
because they would’ve never seen it on their own. So, that’s one of the things we do. We 
look at all the unused credits, and we also know that they have a certain number of major 
electives in a good number of our programs. They don’t necessarily have to be 100% in, 
and then they give them some ideas. “You know what, you need to talk to the program 
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coordinator. This course, ‘X’ here, they might be able to use that as one of your major 
electives.” Therefore, that’s one last course you have to take. That’s the role of how I see 
advising can be so critical in really looking at what a kid brings to the table and trying to 
maximize as much of their experience. 
 
Some transfer students were proactive about getting all of their courses reviewed. As 

some of the participants mentioned earlier, a dedicated group of credit evaluators in the 

Riverside registrar’s office review submitted documents to determine equivalencies. Existing 

articulation agreements covered some of the credit reviews, and evaluators could award credit for 

approved courses. Students with unapproved credits under this review often contacted their 

academic advisor to get the remaining classes reviewed. Brian recounted his first experience with 

transfer students and the evaluation process at Riverside:  

From the very beginning, I got lucky, and I started working at [Riverside] right when the 
semester was about to start, and so there was an immense amount of new students coming 
in that were traditional first-year, first-semester students, but there was really just as 
many transfer students coming in. So, I saw transfer students coming in who had stacks 
of syllabi that said, “I've taken these courses in Oregon and half of them don’t count, but 
I’m confident they’re the same ones. Here, you go figure it out.” So that was like my first 
real experience, was that transfer students are coming in, sometimes on the defensive, I 
think, because they’re trying to say, “No, but I’ve done the work. It’s different, but I’ve 
done some of it.” 
 
Brian noted that the process often moves fast: “It’s the student gives us the syllabi, we get 

it evaluated, we tell them yes or no, and it kind of just moves on. And so, there’s not really a 

rationale often provided.” He surmised that advisors help transfer students most when they are 

transparent with their transcript evaluation: “So I think transparency and really taking time to 

explain to some students why something’s different or why it needs to be retaken or something 

like that so, that they really feel supported in where they're at.” 
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Madison explained that proper credit review was also essential in financial aid. She 

discussed the obstacles financial aid counselor sometimes face when working with transfer 

students: 

It could be a little bit challenging because transfer students, they come from all types of 
different institutions, including out-of-state and also community colleges or colleges that 
don’t necessarily take the same kind of credit or have the same credit system as we do. 
So, it can be a little challenging trying to make sure that their credits are accounted 
appropriately. 
 
She said there are instances when financial aid counselors have to inform students that 

they are not eligible for funding. 

Sometimes it makes it difficult, especially to explain to students that maybe their course, 
their credits don’t count, or what we count isn’t necessarily what somebody else would 
have counted. So, they’re not eligible for the [Scholarship A] scholarship that they would, 
obviously, want. 
 
Recent changes in federal guidelines required the financial aid office at Riverside to 

certify that every course a student takes would apply to their degree program before disbursing 

financial aid. In response to this crucial requirement for credit review, Richard said the office 

“created an entire new unit with its own assistant director” to address the challenge he called “a 

tangle of academic, financial aid, and technical issues that all need to be reconciled together to 

get this thing to work.” He noted that the process was not fully automated since a staff member is 

still needed for overrides. He also said they relied on multiple stakeholders. 

That depends on the advising community as well as the registrar, and really it depends on 
the student a lot too. If they’re taking a course that wasn’t explicitly listed on their degree 
plan, they may have to go through an approval process to get it to count toward their 
degree, and they can’t do that at the last minute. 
 
Richard noted a specific impact on students who transferred to Riverside in the spring 

semesters. He said,  



 

74 

For transfer students, that in addition presents a unique challenge because a student that’s 
been here all fall semester has been aware of this and getting notified if one of their 
preregistered courses for spring doesn't count. If they are transferring in the middle of the 
academic year, they may not find out about it until two days before the processing 
deadline and have to scramble to get it approved. 
 

However, Richard believed the additional resources his office dedicated in light of the new 

policies helped to mitigate the impact. He said, “I would say we actually ended up having very 

few students actually impacted by it relatively.”  

The theme of validating experience also appeared in some participants’ descriptions of 

Riverside’s degree program options and course delivery modes. Some discussed how the options 

were attractive to transfer students, while others discussed their roles in helping students navigate 

the options. Natalie discussed the variety available:  

We offer a lot of online programming and degrees, which seems to be appealing, I think, 
to some transfer students. Not all the time, but transfer students are nontraditional a lot of 
times. Maybe older students with a lot of college credit from previous colleges, and now 
they’re coming back to school. I know that the major I advise for, [Major one] major 
specifically, is very conducive to transfer students because there’s a good bit of free 
elective room in that major. 
 

Students pursuing this major could design a unique interdisciplinary program for themselves 

with faculty and advisor assistance. The program design focused on a student’s educational and 

professional goals. Attributing it to the flexibility of the major, Natalie said, “I think that transfer 

students have found success in our major specifically.” She added, “There’s enough flexibility, 

and there are enough options that . . . typically, they can find a place and just stick with it and 

commit and finish.” Natalie said that transfer students who stayed at Riverside “really like it with 

the flexibility of online and in-person” classes.  She also mentioned the attraction of hybrid 

classes that were “half online, half in-person.” She said, “A lot of the students like the hybrid 

format.” Michelle also pointed to the [Major one] major as a factor in influencing transfer 
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student retention. “[Major one] was our number one major . . . because they can make their own 

degree. They’ll take up to 90 credits, or they can just finish the last 30 credits usually online.” 

Validating students’ experiences and evaluating needs also meant understanding transfer 

students’ nontraditional nature. Participants shared the online and evening program offerings and 

advising resources they thought were impactful to transfer students. Leah said, 

The [College one] advising center has set up where a lot of academic advisors are 
participating in advising in the evenings from 5:00 to 8:00 to make sure that students that 
are nontraditional, transfer students, have access to advising after work hours. 
 

She provided insight into how these flexible offerings influenced transfer student retention and 

graduation:  

They seem to be very happy and pleased with the program, and they complete their 
degree, and the fact that we have an online degree in, for example, [Major two], it makes 
it very manageable for somebody that is working fulltime.  
 
Validating students’ experiences and evaluating their needs was a continuous process at 

Riverside that led to additional and more accessible student support services. Sophia said that 

while she has been at Riverside for many years, she recently learned of new tutoring services. 

She elaborated,  

I just a few months ago learned about a new resource that has online tutoring available 
for pretty much every single subject that primarily targets adult and commuter students, 
which is a lot of our transfer students who are coming back to school. 
 
In addition to the credit review process and program options, participants discussed the 

theme related to their advising interactions and relationships with transfer students. Brian 

touched on the theme of evaluating needs while discussing aspects of academic advising he 

thought helped transfer students. He said,  

I think that we’re very, very efficient at getting a student into a degree program, 
informing them where they’re at, where they need to go, what the future holds, and that  
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at least gives them the foresight of what they’re really working with when they come to 
the new school. 
Michelle’s description of two student interactions showed how the relationships could 

form when advisors validate transfer students’ experience. It created a space where students felt 

they could return as needed. She laughed as she remembered a student who continued to contact 

her ever after she changed positions: 

 I think a lot of mine just continued to come see me cause they’re like, “Oh yeah, you 
have a new job? You still work at [Riverside]? Great, I'll see you Tuesday.” . . . Because 
we have become their person . . . it doesn’t matter what we’re talking about. It doesn’t 
matter, you know, what exactly they need to come in for. It’s that touchpoint where I 
know that my [academic coach] can handle this. 
 

She continued with a story of a student who felt free to discuss both family and academic issues:  

I mean, one of my students had a baby and was like, he was like, “I’m just a new dad, and 
I’m taking all these credits, you know?” . . .  He’s just comfortable with me to that point 
where we have a great relationship. We’re talking about him graduating. “What are you 
doing on this end of it?” “Are you preparing your resume?” “Are you looking at all 
majors, career fairs?” “Have you gone to career services?” So, we talk about all the 
resources that are becoming more important to him as he gets closer to graduation. Again, 
to be that touchpoint when they’re coming in and also when they are leaving, and if 
they’re struggling in the middle . . . you’re the catch-all. You’re that person for them for 
everything. So that piece of it is really nice to be able to kind of connect what makes 
sense for them at the minute that they need it.  
 
Natalie also discussed this theme in her summary of her relationship with transfer 

students with whom she worked. She covered how she evaluated students’ needs:  

I try to be very empathetic and understanding about where they’re coming from. Meet 
them, meet the students where they’re at, like whatever point in life that they’re at . . . If 
they are a fulltime working mom, and they’re going to school, then I take that into 
consideration. If they’ve had maybe bad experiences with their previous school, so I try 
to make them feel comfortable and welcome as possible at [Riverside]. 
 

Natalie continued and explained how she considered students’ backgrounds:  
 
I know that they have unique needs because they’re not maybe traditional right out of 
high school, so I’m having to help them figure out how to balance school with work and 
maximizing their previous coursework. Making sure financially it makes sense. 
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She provided an example of a campus service that validated transfer students’ experiences: 

We have the testing center that offers various ways to earn credit by exam. That’s another 
thing that I think that helps transfer students. I know that a good bit of transfer students 
take advantage of that, the credit by exam option. 
 
Similar to Natalie, Emily stressed how one point of contact was essential in validating 

transfer students’ experiences and evaluating their needs:  

I try to give them the knowledge they need, but also the emotional support they need so 
that way they feel like if they do get lost or they aren’t sure where to go, they know now 
they have at least one person that they can talk to. 
 
The theme of Validating Experience and Evaluating Needs also extended to financial aid. 

Madison emphasized the importance of credit review. She recounted that they check students’ 

degree audits, “making sure that the courses that they’ve taken are applicable or also eligible for 

aid.”  They also assisted students with the loan status because “they might not be aware of the 

loans that they already have, and so kind of making sure that they’re up to date with the 

information,” she said. While discussing her work with transfer students and the aspects of 

financial aid she found to be helpful to them, Madison said:   

Well, definitely just the opportunity to make sure that students can afford school . . . if 
they need assistance. But also, being able to work with students, find out what kind of aid 
and awards are available to them as far as scholarships, and what kind of information 
based on their unique characteristics.  
So, transfer students might be eligible for certain scholarships based on their programs, or 
what they’re interested in, where they’re coming from, if they’re traditional or 
nontraditional students. So, information like that, working with them to make sure that 
they’re getting the best available to them and have the least out-of-pocket expenses in the 
long run. 

 

Richard discussed his opinion on students’ overall financial needs at Riverside. He said, 

“It really is removing a barrier to attending college that a lot of students would find 

insurmountable without it. That’s whether they are traditional or transfer students.” His follow-
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up comment also related to a key influence of financial aid in transfer student retention. He said, 

“Our office, I think, probably drives a good chunk of [Riverside’s] enrollment just by making 

attendance affordable.” He also discussed the theme of validating experience through his 

description of how Riverside reduces the complexity of the transfer process: 

I think Riverside tries to make it as easy as possible to transfer to Riverside. We get a lot 
of students who have attended community colleges or technical colleges. Maybe they’ve 
either obtained an associate’s there or have just taken their prerequisite and common 
general education requirement courses there with the intention of finishing their 
bachelor's degree at Riverside. We understand that they’re a major part of our student 
body, and we incentivize them, try to streamline it as much as possible. 

He continued with how that looks in financial aid:  

Ultimately, communication is key at the end of the day. If the student understands what 
processes they need to follow to ensure they have financial aid at [Riverside] after they 
complete the transfer process, then that avoids surprises on all fronts. The sooner we can 
have their financial aid information to them, the sooner they can put that issue to rest and 
focus on the academic side. 
 

Richard summarized his overall approach, saying: “Ultimately, I am looking at each student as 

an individual and seeing what they specifically need, what they’re looking for, and what they’re 

eligible for as far as what we can do for them.” 

Riverside’s mission and vision statements and its strategic plan document supported the 

theme and participants’ descriptions of individual and institutional actions, policies, or processes 

that acknowledge, celebrate, and respect transfer students’ experiences and realities. The 

documents reflected Riverside’s commitment to attracting and supporting a diverse student 

population academically and financially. Critical validating statements in these documents 

include the commitment to “uniting diverse” backgrounds, support for “retention and 

progression,” and financial support through scholarships.   
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Collaborating Internally and Externally 

Participants noted that helping transfer students to succeed often means collaborating 

with internal and external partners. Four participants mentioned the theme of collaborating. 

Owen discussed the theme in terms of advocacy and how specific transfer advisors work on the 

students’ behalf with other units at Riverside. He said, 

They actually are also kind of an advocate for the students from the perspective of, “I’ve 
got a ton of credits. I think these count. They should count for, somewhere in 
[Riverside's] curriculum, but I’m not sure.” So, the advisors that are assigned to them can 
actually work with them, can advocate for them with the registrar's office. 
 
Leah’s comments on collaborating with internal partners reflected the advocacy 

mentioned by Owen. She discussed the instances where she works with the transfer credit 

evaluators:  

For example, I may see a science course that I feel that may have fallen through the 
cracks. And it really can count toward their science requirement. I’ll reach out to the 
transfer evaluator and say, “Hey, wouldn’t this course count as this? And if not, why?” 
And oftentimes, it’s just an oversight. 

In other cases, she worked directly with a department that was responsible for teaching the 

course.  

For example, I advise [Major two] students. So, if a transfer student has come from a 
previous school and they have a course that they feel is equivalent to a course that they’re 
required to take, they will send me their syllabus. And I’ll reach out to the assistant 
director of the department and ask them, “Is this equivalent to this course?”And he will, 
in turn, send it out to the professor that teaches that particular course and have it 
evaluated. Then it’ll come back to me. And then I’ll have it processed. 
 
Leah indicated that she would reach out to Riverside’s assistant registrar for advice when 

she is stumped or presented with a unique case.  

That’s my go-to place. For example, a student was working on a leadership certificate, 
and they did away with it. And I reached out to the register to find out is there any way 
we can get these credits applied?  
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According to Leah, the assistant registrar indicated the certificate had changed to a minor, 

and the courses could not be applied. He then advised her to contact the program coordinator 

responsible for the minor to determine if, through some course substitutions, they could apply the 

courses to the minor. Leah’s determination to assist the student resulted in this multi-

departmental collaboration mentioned by several participants.  

Richard discussed this theme as it related to the general role of the financial aid office, 

saying, “We are part of the enrollment services community at Riverside, so we often have to 

work with the admission and registrar’s offices in order to answer students' questions. This is 

especially important for transfer students.” Richard, who also monitored study abroad 

requirements in the financial aid office, shared how he collaborated in this area to ensure 

financial aid eligibility: 

We have to work with the registrar and advising communities in order to make sure that 
the coursework that the students are taking in their Ed Abroad programs are degree 
applicable, and that is where I come in as our office’s liaison for that entire process. 
 

Michelle reflected on how she worked closely with advisors: 

So, we had a really good relationship with advising to be like, “This student came in, and 
can you take a look at this? Something’s not right here.” So, we were really close and 
worked kind of hand in hand. I used to say, all the time, we were a concurrent service to 
advising. So, we would talk about this, that, the other, transition issues, and then be like, 
“You really need to go to your advisor and then come back if you need more help.” 
 
Madison noted how her office worked with both internal and external partners saying, 

“So we work directly with the transfer and adult enrollment services division to make sure that 

students are transferred appropriately with the applicable aid that they're eligible for.” Regarding 

external partners, she explained that the financial aid office maintained contact with other 
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schools to ensure students’ aid information was accurate. She said, “We work with the schools 

they come from, contacting them quite often.”  

While the financial aid office maintained several databases to track students’ aid and 

financial status, the counselors would also go beyond assessing students’ aid eligibility and 

ensuring students receive their awards. Richard recounted an example involving a student who 

took a “substantial break from school”: 

So, it was several years ago that they attended their prior institution. In addition to that, 
they had some degree credit that was conferred based on military experience. The rules 
for that with the [Scholarship A] scholarship can get pretty complicated, and a lot of it 
will depend on what each individual school awarded as far as credit for that. So, there 
was a lot of back and forth between me and my counterpart at another university in [the 
state] just to iron out every little wrinkle in this student’s record so that their total hours 
and GPA would match what we had on file and vice versa before we could really 
determine if this student could receive the [Scholarship A] scholarship here at Riverside. 
That entire exchange took a few months actually because, in addition to that, there were 
some technical issues that the other school’s representative ran into getting the record 
updated. It was a challenge, but we collaborated and got it done ultimately. 
 
Owen also talked about collaborating with external partners, and it related to credit 

transfer and retaining transfer students. While Riverside maintains articulation agreements with 

several schools, he discussed the additional work that is done on the program level to assist 

transfer students:  

Some of our program coordinators, like the ones responsible for the actual curriculum 
and the program itself, they’ve done a lot of outreach to our local community colleges to 
align their programs with ours so that a student who either graduates or leaves there . . . 
can get the things they took transferred right into that specific program. 
 
When Riverside accepts students, that acceptance does not necessarily include admission 

into a chosen major. Owen discussed how these program-level efforts help to streamline 

admission. He continued, 
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So, even if there’s a [restriction], or if there’s an admission criterion, they actually either 
come in already having those requirements, they’re able to get right into their major 
courses, or they’re one or two courses off from being admitted specifically, straight into 
the program, not just into [Riverside], but actually into the specific program. 
 

Owen added that this outreach “can impact articulation agreement and course equivalency data” 

and can therefore “be a long process because a number of departments across both institutions 

must be involved.” He noted the benefit of this external collaboration to transferring students:  

I’m going to say because we have so many majors, we still have a ways to go with all the 
other programs. But the ones who have done it, those programs have tended to be much 
more successful and tend to graduate those transfer students a lot faster than others. 
 
Documents on Riverside’s articulation website and transfer student portal supported the 

theme and evidenced institutional collaboration. The articulation documents culminated the work 

done by department representatives to ensure a seamless transfer of credits between community 

colleges and Riverside. An institutional culture of collaboration also presented in the Strategic 

Plan document. It revealed a commitment to continue “strategic interactive partnerships” in the 

community and to help Riverside students engage with their community. The website’s 

documents supported participants’ descriptions of coordinated efforts and departmental 

connections that aided their service to transfer students and transfer student success. 

Creating Advising Opportunities  

Before fall 2020, Riverside did not require academic advising for transfer students unless 

an internal system flagged them for poor academic performance. Indicators included academic 

“warning” and academic “probation,” two terms used at many colleges and universities in the 

United States to indicate a student performed below a preset GPA threshold. Transfer students 

not in this category could choose to visit an advisor based on their own perceived needs. 

Participants discussed various ways they and their units combatted the previous lack of required 
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advising and encouraged transfer students to visit them. In some units, they started outreach with 

prospective students to assist and to build relationships early. Emily worked in one unit that 

would see such students. She explained, “So even if they haven’t applied, they don’t have an ID 

number, I’ll still sit down with them and talk to them about the program, and I’ll also try to self-

educate a lot with those students.”  

While Natalie’s unit did not conduct individual advising meetings with prospective 

transfer students, she described how she assisted them: 

The equivalency process we have and the transfer articulation engine, that’s helpful. 
There are some things where we can get a little creative on helping students. And that 
transfer articulation is accessible. So, if the student was curious, what I could do, I could 
send them that website that shows the articulation. Before they are accepted, I can send 
them that, and they can do their own kinda digging. So, they can see for themselves too. 
So, there are some resources that they can look at before they get accepted to try to figure 
out their own situation. 
 
Owen commented that academic units would meet with prospective transfer students 

during Riverside’s open house events focusing on their credits. He said, 

Largely, a lot of it deals with the fact that they already come in with credits, and you want 
to try to use as many as possible. The idea is not having them take things that they don’t 
have to take. So, when we do a lot of events and things like that, there’s an emphasis put 
on transfer students, knowing that from our perspective, that’s a huge, huge issue with 
transfer students. 
 
Leah discussed the value of students meeting with an advisor when possible before 

transferring, noting that these students tended to have many “surplus hours” or “unused courses.” 

She said, “I feel like there's a disconnect somewhere between them coming and communicating 

what they need to transfer to [Riverside] versus what maybe they’re being told at their current 

school.” Leah stated that it could be frustrating for these prospective students but added, "I feel 
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like once they meet with someone, before they officially transfer, it would be very useful in a 

sense that they would not take a lot of requirements that they don’t need.”  

Richard explained the role of financial aid during these open house events:  

We’re there specifically to address the needs for transfer students. So, admissions is there 
collecting transcripts, registrar is there advising about transfer credit applicability, and 
financial aid is there essentially to make sure the students know what document 
requirements they have in order to clear the way for their financial aid. 
 
Some participants discussed the theme of creating advising opportunities in relation to 

Riverside’s early outreach to accepted transfer students. In discussing the overall university 

effort, Brian said, “So I think that [Riverside] does a pretty good job in their communication . . . 

in that as soon as they’re accepted, transfer students are immediately directed to advising.” 

Michelle recounted similar efforts from her office: “So we work one straight line from 

that you know, that you had to go make sure you touch base with your advisor. Your advising is 

very important here.”  

Violet noted the current and future efforts by her unit to reach out to incoming transfer 

students before orientation:  

We try to send out emails to all of our students that are coming in for orientation, transfer 
students, and new students, but especially the transfer students, to have them meet with 
us before they come to orientation. That way, they know the expectations . . . Our next 
initiative that we’re going to start doing is trying to get the admissions to give us the list 
of students who are looking to transfer in that are accepted—may not have accepted to 
come to [Riverside], but who have applied and been accepted. Because I want to start 
getting in touch with those students, have them come in and go over what courses they’re 
in, how it’s going to look like in their major at [Riverside]. That way, they know whether 
it’s worth their time to come.  
 
Emily recounted her success with early outreach: “Most of them do meet with me . . . I’d 

say at least 50 to 60% depending on the time of year.”  
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Participants also discussed using available technology, like their student information 

system, to create opportunities for advising. As discussed previously, transfer students at 

Riverside were not required to see an advisor unless they had academic difficulty and their GPA 

fell below a certain threshold. In those cases, the system would place an academic hold on their 

accounts. Kristen reiterated the importance:  

So, we would end up putting a hold on those students' accounts and say, you have to 
come in to talk about this . . . because if they don’t understand the probation policies, 
then they just drop out, and they don’t persist because they don’t understand it, and they 
don’t know who to ask.  
 
Advisors would lift the hold after meeting with the students. In response to advisors’ 

concerns about transfer students “falling through the cracks,” Riverside updated its hold policy 

for undergraduate students effective with the fall 2020 semester. All students in their first term at 

Riverside, including transfer students, had to meet with an academic advisor before registering 

for classes. Violet further explained the rationale:  

We strategically did that because a lot of our programs at Riverside are [restricted], 
which means you have to meet certain criteria before you can get admitted into that 
program, and a lot of them are GPA of a [ GPA requirement] or better. So, we want to 
help students who have lower than [the GPA requirement], help with success strategies 
on how to get your GPA up. And that hold makes them come in. 
 
She remarked that through the proactive sessions, “We’re doing more of a teaching and 

helpful success strategies than we are to say, ‘Oh, we’re just throwing holds on.” She noted that 

her office was reaching out to students to stress the benefits of academic advising and the new 

policy. 

Another way that advisors used technology to help identify and create opportunities for 

advisement involved Riverside’s early alert system. Audrey mentioned that the system helped to 

address curricular issues. She added, 
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[It was recently] overhauled to allow advisors more latitude within the programs and the 
colleges to track students more independently and make sure that (a), they’re performing 
the way they need to perform, but (b), they are indeed signed up for the right courses. So, 
the early alert system and the overhaul there is going to be helpful for these students in 
terms of progressing. 
 
Leah noted that when advisors received notification of an alert, they reviewed the 

comments and reached out to the students to say, “Are you aware of this? What are your plans? 

What's going on? How can we get you where you need to be?” 

Participants discussed other ways in which they continue to create advising opportunities 

for transfer students. Owen revealed that while each advising unit can decide how they handle it, 

outreach to transfer students is required.  

Emily said:  

I know our advising team often tries hard to reach out to them, and especially with 
transfer students, we try to actively reach out . . . because with their transfer credit, 
sometimes it can be more difficult for them to understand what’s happening and 
registration and that kind of process. 
 

Violet outlined the process in her unit:  
 

Each semester, we’ll send out two or three emails to them. The very first week of class, 
it’s like, “Hey, I’m your academic advisor. Remember that I’m your advocate, and I am 
here as a resource for you. Please come see me,” that sort of thing. We want to make sure 
that they know who we are and we get to know the students. 
 

Sophia expressed how critical it is to create these advising opportunities. She said, 
 

I think the most helpful thing to transfer students is when we can get in front of them in a 
one-on-one basis, and it’s just kind of figuring out how to make that happen or connect 
with them, I guess, whether it’s through phone or whatever that may be, but connect with 
them on a one-on-one basis. 
 
Madison recounted an experience that exemplified how the opportunity to interact with a 

financial aid counselor made a difference for a student:  
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So, for instance, just last week, I was working with a student who is coming from another 
college in the [state], and I noticed that they’re eligible currently for [Scholarship A] at 
this time, but they’re not a [Riverside] student until the summer. And so, basically, it 
came down to me doing their current evaluation and just reaching out to the student, 
welcoming him and thanking him for choosing [Riverside] to come to starting in the 
summer, but also urging that he speaks to his current financial aid counselor at his current 
institution to make sure that he gets paid for [Scholarship A] for this semester because he 
was deemed eligible. 
I guess it could have been as easy as me just saying, yes, he’s eligible for [Scholarship A] 
in the summer, and when he got to [Riverside] to make sure that he received those funds. 
But it’s the customer service, where we contact the students, make sure they know that 
there is money available to them right now that can maybe help them in their current 
situation . . . while it wasn’t required . . . we were able to catch it for him. At least 
showing him that we’re interested in making sure that he completes his academic pursuits 
at the least amount of cost to him personally. 
 
Participants also referred to advising resources in relation to this theme. Two of the 

participants noted Riverside’s overall investment in advising. Brian remarked, “[Riverside] has 

really invested in academic advising over the last six to seven years.” 

Violet echoed that sentiment: “In the past three to four years, the institute has really 

poured money into professional advisors. And for the past three years, I think they’ve added 

about 30 advisors on campus every year.” 

Included in the recent addition of advisors was a senior-level [transfer advisor] position 

in the units “with the largest numbers of transfer students,” according to Owen. Six of the 

participants mentioned this new position, and some provided their perception of the role.  

Kristen felt that the [transfer advisors] would be “a little bit more pinpointed with the 

transfer students.”  

Leah expressed confidence that the positions “will be very useful and beneficial to the 

transfer students.”  
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Violet noted that these new advisors would focus on specific transfer student initiatives 

and “getting in touch with the students earlier.” She explained that this was part of a push by 

[Riverside] to “help transfer students have a better transition into the new university without all 

the surprises.” 

Sophia's perception of the role was as follows: 

 [The person would be] kind of a liaison from the time that the transfer student basically 
sets foot at orientation or sets foot on campus, whatever that may be or really even 
potentially applies. That advisor then is their point of contact through at least their first or 
second year, potentially to graduation. 
 
Audrey explained the benefits of these new roles to transfer students:  
 
This allowed an advisor to watch them, stay in contact with them and also understand 
enough about the intricacies of the various schools, not necessarily feeder schools, but 
just the transfer equivalencies and whatnot, that it would help streamline and make a 
more effective process for our transfer population. 
 
The theme of Creating Advising Opportunities emerged from participants’ descriptions of 

outreach activities, use of technology, and other actions that create opportunities for 

advisor/student interactions. The researcher did not have access to the internal systems 

mentioned by participants. However, the central academic advising website supported this 

theme. The researcher also reviewed the college website where each advisor participant worked. 

Statements on each site reflected the commitment to advising and included instructions and 

opportunities for students to meet with their advisors. 

Participants agreed that creating advising opportunities was essential for student success. 

Owen summarized the alternative:  

Because you can also get students on the other side of that, [thinking], “I’ve done this, 
been there, done this, and I don’t need to see anybody.” When you do, as we call it, 
“street advising” like that, you tend to miss a lot. You don’t have that person looking at 
those unused credits and going, “There might be credits here that you can use.” [The] 
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kid’s grateful when that happens, of course. But when they do it on their own, and you 
don’t have someone kind of looking over your shoulder, you absolutely can miss things. 
 

Supporting Engagement and Resource Connections 

The fourth theme, Supporting Engagement and Resource Connections, emerged from 

participants’ reflections on their efforts to match transfer students with resources essential to 

their retention and success. The participants discussed how they established meaningful 

connections with students personally. They also discussed how they encouraged them to connect 

with others.  

The importance of engagement and resource connections resonated with most 

participants. Violet stated,  

Oh, we encourage that from the get-go. We talk about getting engaged in the classroom; 
talk to the faculty; get to know your faculty. My whole team talks about the importance 
of that because the best students are the students who are engaged and invested into the 
university. 
 
Owen stressed the importance of engagement and connecting students to both social and 

academic resources at Riverside:  

We’ve got to connect as many kids as we can to somebody—faculty member, another 
student, and ideally, for us, an advisor. Get them to go to a football game, join a club, 
start a club, but we try to get them to connect. A large part of that is done actually 
through the advisors because they know about the resources, they know about the 
activities and things that are on campus. And we actually try to consider different 
activities. Some of them are social; some of them are tied to academics, but all with the 
idea of trying to make that connection with the students. 
 
Natalie’s focus was on finding students a place of comfort. She said, “I really just try to 

connect them to have experiences they can relate to and find a place where they feel 

comfortable.” 
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One participant, Emily, described the connections students often made in their degree 

programs: 

Our [Major three] program is a smaller community, and it’s very tight-knit, so students 
tend to feel connected more quickly, and our faculty are very familiar with students. 
Every time I email, them they know exactly who I’m talking about, which is helpful. 
 
Two of the participants talked about engagement in building their advising relationship 

with the students. Leah said, 

I try to communicate with them as often as possible without overwhelming them with a 
lot of emails, but I always let them know I’m available for them. I have virtual 
appointments from 5:00 to 8:00 [p.m.] once a month, and I let them know that 
availability, especially for the online learners, which some of them are transfer students.  
 

Leah added, “So I try to keep an open-door rapport with my students in general.”  

Kristen revealed what she valued about the sessions with her students:  

So, it’s nice to be [an academic coach] and to be able to do that because then I can sit 
here and literally spend the time with them to go through all the things that they might 
possibly need while they’re here and then just say, “If you have any more questions, just 
email me back.” 
 

Kristen remarked that she often received follow-up from the students, adding “that email gets 

used, believe me . . . for a range of stuff." 

In addition to relationship building, Leah also noted that she would often connect 

students to other departments for more detailed assistance: “I connect them to the career and 

internship advisor. So, when they start having questions more in-depth about career, and 

internships, or law school, that's when I turned them over to those two contacts.” 

Madison commented on how connections to various departments impacted students’ 

experiences and persistence decisions. Regarding the financial aid office, she said, “I believe our 

customer service has a great amount to do with it sometimes.” She added, 
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But I also believe there are other divisions in our department or in our university that 
assist with making the transition to school better as far as the transfer and enrollment 
centers, the adult services. We also have counseling and all types of different programs 
that are available to students. And I think that's very instrumental in a student's decision 
to stay or to leave. 
 
Although transfer students have already experienced college, they approached their 

engagement at a new institution differently. Some transfer students at Riverside were ready to 

engage fully as upperclassmen. However, Sophia noted that others “need more hand holding a 

little bit, at least in their first year or so.” As Townsend and Wilson (2006) posited, transition and 

engagement for these students are similar to first-year students, as they learn their new 

surroundings, environment, cultures, and norms.  

Audrey provided her perspective on this difference in transfer student transition and 

engagement:  

Transfer students are not unlike other identity groups on campus in that they are 
operating under very unique environmental, social, psychological constraints that other 
students, the traditional first-time, fulltime student, is not necessarily coping with. So, if 
you think about it, that their perceptual frame is going to be a little bit different, I can see 
how they would want or need to at least begin at a point where “I’m with others, I need 
some help making this particular transition, I need to be able to shift my focus, and then 
when I’m ready, pivot away from that transfer identity toward just adapting wherever I’m 
going to graduate from.” 
 
The theme of Supporting Engagement and Resource Connections emerged from 

participants’ views on student engagement. They shared a belief in making meaningful 

connections between students and the people, resources, or opportunities that help them succeed. 

The strategic plan document, the student service portal, and the transfer student portal supported 

this theme. The documents reflected Riverside’s commitment to facilitating engagement 

opportunities and reiterated the university’s pledge to ensure a “seamless transfer experience” for 

its students. The student service portal and transfer student portal validated the comments made 
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by all participants regarding the vast amounts of resources available to transfer students at 

Riverside. One of the resources was recognized nationally for “service to adult and commuter 

students.” 

Summary 

This chapter presented the findings of a qualitative case study. The researcher examined 

strategies, policies, and procedures in academic advising and financial aid to understand how 

they influenced transfer students’ retention at a four-year public university in the United States. 

The following central research question guided the study:  

1. What strategies, policies, and procedures in the areas of academic advising and 

financial aid are in place to address the retention of community college transfer 

students at a four-year public university? 

The research question generated the following subquestions.  
 

a. What is the role of academic advising as it pertains to addressing the retention of 

community college transfer students at a four-year public university? 

b. What is the role of financial aid as it pertains to addressing the retention of 

community college transfer students at a four-year public university? 

The chapter opened with a summary of the study’s purpose, followed by a description of 

the study site and participants. The researcher interviewed seven academic advisors, two 

financial aid counselors, and two administrators. The chapter also included an overview of the 

data analysis process and the critical findings. After a third party transcribed the interviews, the 

researcher analyzed the transcripts for meaning and a deeper understanding of the research 

question. This thematic analysis and open coding led to several categories that developed into 
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four themes: (a) Validating Experience and Evaluating Needs, (b) Collaborating Internally and 

Externally, (c) Creating Advising Opportunities, and (d) Supporting Engagement and Resource 

Connections. To corroborate and validate the interview findings (Yin, 2014), the researcher 

reviewed and analyzed eight university documents and various university web pages. The themes 

represented participants’ reflections and the findings of the institutional actions that lead to the 

retention of community college transfer students at Riverside. The researcher discussed findings 

as they related to each of the four themes.   

Chapter 5 offers a discussion of the significant findings. Also addressed are the themes’ 

relationship to the research subquestions and connection to the existing relevant literature. The 

chapter concludes with implications and recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

This case study sought to understand factors that influence transfer student retention at a 

four-year public university. The study examined the academic advising and financial aid 

strategies, policies, and procedures that impact transfer student retention at Riverside University 

(pseudonym), a public, four-year institution. The findings have implications for institutions to 

which most students transfer (Hossler et al., 2012). Riverside was the top destination for transfer 

students in the state in 2017, for it had a 74% first-year retention rate for transfer students who 

entered in fall 2018, making it an appropriate case for the study. This chapter includes an 

overview of the study and a discussion of the major findings. The chapter concludes with 

implications for higher education leadership and recommendations for future research. 

Summary of the Study 

Students who desire to attain a baccalaureate degree can begin their journey at a 

community college (Mourad & Hong, 2011; Porchea et al., 2010), which have traditionally been 

an important access point to postsecondary education (Middleton, 2012). As students continue 

their educational pursuits and transfer to four-year colleges, they often face transition issues. For 

example, academic preparation and other pre-transfer characteristics can affect community 

college student success (Mourad & Hong, 2011; Porchea et al., 2010; Wang, 2009).  

However, the research concern of this study was the transition challenges specific to the 

transfer function, such as loss or lack of financial aid and loss of transfer credits (Miller, 2013; 

Simone, 2014; USGAO, 2017). As introduced in Chapter 1, the purpose of the study was to 

explore, understand, and describe factors that influence transfer student retention at a four-year 
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public university in the United States. The researcher was also interested in adjustment issues 

linked to the lack of engagement, misunderstanding of administrative policies, and institutional 

culture (Blaylock & Bresciani, 2011; D’Amico et al., 2014; Grites, 2013b; Marling, 2013; 

Miller, 2013). Therefore, the researcher examined how organizational culture and academic 

advising, and financial aid policies and programs influenced the retention of community college 

transfer students at a four-year public university in the United States. 

The following research question guided this study: 

1. What strategies, policies, and procedures in the areas of academic advising and 

financial aid are in place to address the retention of community college transfer 

students at a four-year public university? 

This central question generated the following subquestions: 

a. What is the role of academic advising as it pertains to addressing the retention of 

community college transfer students at a four-year public university? 

b. What is the role of financial aid as it pertains to addressing the retention of 

community college transfer students at a four-year public university? 

Chapter 1 provided an overview of the study. It included the purpose, problem statement, 

procedures, and the two concepts that formed the theoretical framework for the study. The first 

was Schein’s (1985, 2004, 2010) organization culture theory, and the second was the model of a 

transfer receptive culture introduced by Jain et al. (2011).  

Chapter 2 examined the research literature on transfer students and opened with a brief 

history of U.S. community colleges and universities. The remaining sections included transfer 

students’ transition from two- to four-year institutions and relevant literature on financial aid, 
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academic advising, and credit articulation. The literature suggested that transfer students often 

face barriers and transition issues as they move from a community college to a four-year 

university (Blaylock & Bresciani, 2011; D’Amico et al., 2014; Grites, 2013b; Marling, 2013; 

Miller, 2013).  

Chapter 3 was an in-depth discussion of the methodology. It included the rationale for 

using a qualitative approach in general and a case study design specifically, as well as an outline 

of the steps for selecting the study site and population, data collection, and data analysis. The 

researcher conducted 11 open-ended interviews with academic advising and financial staff and 

advising administrators at Riverside University as part of the data collection for this study. The 

researcher also reviewed eight university documents.  

Chapter 4 presented the findings and the four major themes developed from the data 

analysis. These were (a) Validating Experience and Evaluating Needs, (b) Collaborating 

Internally and Externally, (c) Creating Advising Opportunities, and (d) Supporting Engagement 

and Resource Connections. The first three themes related to both research questions, and the 

fourth related to the first research questions.   

Summary of Major Findings 

The data analysis resulted in four significant themes key to addressing the research 

questions. were (a) Validating Experience and Evaluating Needs, (b) Collaborating Internally 

and Externally, (c) Creating Advising Opportunities, and (d) Supporting Engagement and 

Resource Connections. The overarching research question guided the study and appeared in all 

themes. All themes also addressed the first research subquestion. Three of the themes, Validating 

Experience and Evaluating Needs, Collaborating Internally and Externally, and Creating 
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Advising Opportunities, addressed the second research subquestion. Findings were consistent 

with Schein’s (1985, 2004, 2010) organization culture theory and Jain et al.’s (2011) model of a 

transfer receptive culture. Both formed the theoretical foundation for the study, as outlined in 

Chapter 1.  

Participants described Validating Experience and Evaluating Needs in their discussions 

of individual and institutional actions and processes that acknowledged, celebrated, and 

respected the experiences and realities of transfer students. The second major theme, 

Collaborating Internally and Externally, illustrated the collaborative actions and departmental 

connections that aided the service of transfer students and student success at Riverside. Creating 

Advising Opportunities described outreach activities, use of technology, and other actions that 

created opportunities for advisor/student interactions. Supporting Engagement and Resource 

Connections included the participants’ views on engagement and connection to people, 

resources, or opportunities. The theme consisted of establishing meaningful connections with 

students or encouraging and facilitating their connections with others.  

Discussion of Findings 

The data for this single-site case study resulted from document reviews and interviews 

with 11 participants, including financial aid counselors, academic advisors, and academic 

advising administrators at Riverside University. The researcher sought to examine and 

understand the university’s culture and the strategies, policies, and procedures in academic 

advising and financial aid that influenced transfer student retention. Through open-ended 

interviews, the researcher gained insight and reflection from staff on actions that influence 

retention and retention efforts for transfer students at the university. The following sections 
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discuss the findings, ordered by the four major themes discovered in the data analysis. It covers 

alignment with the research questions and the literature review presented in Chapter 2. Research 

subquestion a asked, “What is the role of academic advising as it pertains to addressing the 

retention of community college transfer students at a four-year public university?” Research 

subquestion b asked, “What is the role of financial aid as it pertains to addressing the retention of 

community college transfer students at a four-year public university?” 

Validating Experience and Evaluating Needs    

The theme of Validating Experience and Evaluating Needs addressed both research 

subquestions and described the strategies and procedures academic advisors and financial aid 

counselors used to mitigate issues like credit loss that research shows can impact retention 

negatively. Several participants discussed transfer credit loss and the role of credit review in their 

efforts to validate transfer students’ experiences. They related the additional steps they took to 

evaluate transfer students’ credits after the central office completed its review. Departments at 

Riverside frequently made course substitutions after the university’s initial evaluation process. 

Advisors spoke about the value of these substitutions in giving transfer students “as much credit 

as possible.” Some advisors cited their department’s flexibility in making course substitution by 

allowing transfer credit for additional courses after initial review.  

The literature supports the existence of the credit loss issue and the importance of credit 

review and course substitutions (Monaghan & Attewell, 2015; Simone, 2014; USGAO, 2017). 

Transfer students lose an average of 13 credits when they transfer to a new institution (Simone, 

2014; USGAO, 2017). This loss equates to approximately one semester for students who take a 

fulltime load (USGAO, 2017) and links to a lower chance of graduation for students who transfer 
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from community colleges to four-year institutions (Monaghan & Atwell, 2015). Giani (2019) 

found variation in credit loss among institutions in states with a highly coordinated university 

system, noting that it shows the flexibility institutions maintain in accepting credits. The 

flexibility described by the study participants shows that departments at Riverside mitigated 

some credit loss.  

Monitoring credits and credit loss was also a necessary function of financial aid offices. 

Like other colleges and universities, Riverside had to ensure that students made the necessary 

grades to keep them in good standing and took credits relevant to their degree program. Students 

can lose their federal financial aid if they do not maintain this satisfactory academic progress 

(Schudde, 2016). The two financial aid participants discussed the importance of credit review. 

They described how their office checked each student’s degree audit to ensure their courses were 

applicable to their degree program and eligible for financial aid.  

Several participants discussed how the theme of Validating Experiences and Evaluating 

Needs related to the relationships they formed with students and their frequent visits to their 

advising offices. Students at Riverside were the drivers in determining the number of times they 

met with their academic advisors. Young et al. (2012) found that the frequency of advising visits 

can be tied to retention and also positively correlate to student grades and their perceived gains 

or level of support (Mu & Fosnacht, 2019; Smith & Allen, 2014). Young-Jones et al. (2012) 

explained that productive advising meetings and advisor support positively link to factors shown 

to predict student success. Participants in this study shared details of some advising interactions 

and the assistance they provide to students. One participant described the support in helping 

transfer students get into a degree program by providing a clear understanding of “where they’re 
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at, where they need to go, and what the future holds.” Another participant’s comments explained 

how building relationships with students over time led naturally to frequent visits. The 

participant noted that repeat visits happened “because we have become their person.” As time 

progresses, students became comfortable with discussing personal and academic issues.  

Collaborating Internally and Externally  

The role of an academic advisor can include being a teacher, career counselor, or coach, 

depending on the student's situation (McClellan, 2013). A significant advising role observed on 

many campuses is that of an advocate (McClellan, 2013; Nutt, 2010). The findings from this 

study were consistent with this advocacy role. Several participants stressed collaboration, and 

some described it in terms of the advocacy and intervention on behalf of transfer students. Owen, 

an advising administrator, described how advisors collaborated with the registrar’s office and 

advocated for students to get their excess credits to count. Comments by other participants also 

reflected this advocacy and collaboration. They discussed working with a transfer evaluator or 

specific department to review courses that students thought were equivalent to ones at Riverside. 

This collaborative effort also appeared in website documents.  

Participants described working with several units on campus, including transfer 

evaluators, academic departments, and the registrar’s office. This type of multidepartment 

collaboration to advance transfer student success was also in the literature. Several researchers 

highlighted the collaborative efforts between library services and advisors to promote and 

expand information literacy for transfer students (Casey et al., 2019; Guy & Eime, 2016; Pan et 

al., 2009). Casey et al. (2019) claimed that while information literacy is considered a component 
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of student success, “this is not an element in education that can be achieved by one department 

alone” (p. 264). 

Participants also talked about external collaboration. Owen, an advising administrator, 

explained how the program coordinators at Riverside reached out to the local community 

colleges to align the programs at both institutions so that transfer students can have their credits 

transferred directly to a specific program. He noted that while these outreach activities take time, 

they eventually “impact articulation and course equivalency data,” which directly impacts the 

acceptance of transfer credits. These activities lead to a more seamless transfer between two- and 

four-year institutions and promote degree completion (Littlefield & Mattes, 2020). Owen stated 

that the programs at Riverside that actively participate in these outreach activities and external 

collaboration “tend to graduate those transfer students a lot faster than others.”  

The financial aid counselors in this study recounted similar multidepartment and external 

outreach. One counselor talked about working with the registrar’s office and the advising 

community at Riverside. The other described constant contact and outreach to other schools to 

ensure students’ financial aid accuracy. These actions are consistent with Pavlik’s (2020) 

documentation of the critical nature of collaboration between financial aid and other offices on 

campus. Pavlik (2020) showed how compliance requirements in one area could impact students’ 

tuition, academic progress, and other financial aid policies.  

Creating Advising Opportunities 

Some participants captured the relevance of the theme Creating Advising Opportunities 

in their discussions about early outreach and follow-up advising of transfer students. Emily 

described building relationships early with prospective students in meetings where they 
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discussed academic programs. Another participant, whose unit did not meet individually with 

prospective students, assisted them by providing targeted information about transfer articulation. 

Prospective students could also attend university-sponsored open house events, which 

emphasized transfer students and a review of their transfer credits. They also created advising 

opportunities for the financial aid office. The counselors attended so they could “address the 

needs for transfer students.” Madison recalled an encounter with a student who exemplified the 

benefit of creating advising opportunities and early outreach. While working with a student who 

would not be coming to Riverside until the next semester, she noticed that he was eligible for a 

state scholarship at his institution in the current semester. She encouraged the student to talk with 

the financial aid counselor at his current institution about receiving the scholarship in his final 

term there.  

Andrade (2019) and Fink and Jenkins (2015) validated the positive influence of early 

outreach on transfer student success. In Andrade’s review of four cohorts of students who 

participated in an orientation/transfer program, students gave a positive rating for the early 

exposure to their major and career options. Fink and Jenkins (2015) studied successful transfer 

partnerships and found that the four-year college advisors in these partnerships provided detailed 

information on admission, cost, and specific course requirements to students and staff at the 

community colleges. 

Student orientation activities help transfer students acclimate to their new environment 

and provide resources to assist in their transition (Chan, 2019; Wheeler, 2019). Advisors at 

Riverside took it a step further and created advising opportunities by contacting prospective 

students and scheduling meetings before orientation. These early advising sessions helped with 
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managing students’ expectations. Advisors continued this outreach each semester with email 

reminders that students’ academic advisors were available to help. Early outreach, orientation, 

and follow-up to promote student success were consistent with McCavit and Zellner’s (2016) 

findings. The researchers’ study site changed their orientation process from assigning random 

faculty advisors to meet with students to advisors with specific knowledge of the degree 

requirements. Advisors were able to make course suggestions and follow up with students to 

ensure they were on a path to complete their degree successfully. McCavit and Zellner (2016) 

concluded that advising “plays a critical role” in the students’ success.  

Participants also discussed using technology as an effective way to create advising 

opportunities. The university used an early alert system that notified advisors when students did 

not perform as expected or registered for the wrong course. The system aided in addressing 

curricular issues to help students’ progress. Advisors reviewed the comments in these alerts and 

reached out to students to determine the problem and help them correct it. Using an early alert 

system is consistent with the literature discussing the successful use of data analytics and 

technology similar to these systems for proactive advising support that promotes student success 

(Donnelly, 2010; Faulconer et al., 2014; Villano, 2018). Faulconer et al. (2014) found that both 

students and advisors gave positive ratings to the early alert system. One hundred percent of 

advisors in their study said they reviewed the student flags, and 85% of the surveyed students 

reported taking action from an academic difficulty flag. Despite Brothen et al.’s (2003) findings 

that an early alert did not impact low-performing students in their general psychology course, the 

researchers supported the use of early alert systems to connect faculty and staff on the issue of 
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student progress. Participants in this study found value in the notifications and the opportunities 

to proactively meet with the students about their academic status.  

Supporting Engagement and Resource Connections 

Student engagement has emerged in the research literature as a critical component of 

student success and retention (Swecker et al., 2013; Tight, 2020). Academic advisors at 

Riverside encouraged student engagement and intentionally connected transfer students to 

people, resources, and activities to foster engagement. One participant, Owen, stressed the 

critical importance of connecting students to others at the university and getting them involved 

academically or socially. Similarly, Violet said her advising staff encouraged student 

engagement early because “the best students are the students who are engaged and invested into 

the university.” These strategies align with research showing a positive influence of engagement 

activities on transfer student outcomes and their own perceived academic success (Carroll et al., 

2020; Osborne et al., 2019). Likewise, connection to campus resources, particularly those 

customized to assist transfer students, is an excellent benefit to this student population (Grigg & 

Dale, 2017; Vinyard, 2020). Transfer students could find an extensive list of available resources 

mentioned by the participants in this study on Riverside’s student service portal and transfer 

student portal.  

Participants also discussed connecting students to places where they were comfortable. 

For some, this place was within a student’s degree program. One advisor described a degree 

program at Riverside that had a smaller “tight-knit” community where students “feel connected 

more quickly” and “faculty are very familiar with the students.”  This type of engagement is 

critical for transfer students, since they tend to find success when their social and academic 
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engagement activities are combined (D’Amico et al., 2014; Deil-Amen, 2011). A sense of 

community and belonging can influence transfer students’ participation in activities (McCall & 

Castles, 2020; Townley et al., 2013). Furthermore, a sense of belonging is a positive predictor of 

graduation (York & Fernandez, 2018).  

In addition to connecting students to staff, faculty, other students, or resources, 

participants discussed their engagement with transfer students. Advisors talked about the benefit 

of spending time with the students to review their needs. They encouraged them to follow up as 

needed. Some advising units offered flexible virtual evening hours before the COVID 19 

pandemic. These hours accommodated online learners, who also tended to be transfer students. 

While it is beneficial to have advisors familiar with campus resources and act as resources to 

connect students, there is added value in the advising interactions. Meaningful engagement and 

connections with advisors also positively influence student success (Holland et al., 2020; Lee & 

Schneider, 2018; Williamson et al., 2014). 

Cultural Context 

Jain et al. (2011) suggested offering “financial and academic support through distinct 

opportunities for nontraditional-reentry transfer students” (p. 258). Participant discussion and the 

document review revealed several support services on campus aimed at transfer students. 

Transfer students may have continued eligibility for federal funds. Riverside’s merit-based, 

need-based, and foundation scholarships were also all available to incoming transfer students 

who qualify. Additionally, the financial aid office developed an online scholarship finder that 

made it easy for students to research and apply for opportunities for which they were eligible. 
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Findings show that interactions with financial aid counselors could also lead to specific advice 

based on the transfer student’s “unique characteristics.” 

Before COVID 19 forced most student services online, Riverside offered online tutoring 

as a resource to adult and commuter students. Many transfer students fell into these two 

categories. A majority of the participants discussed credit review and credit loss. Another way 

for transfer students to gain credit at Riverside for previous experiences was to earn credit by 

examination. One participant explained that many transfer students took advantage of this testing 

option. The evening advising hours mentioned in the previous section represented another 

opportunity for transfer students to interact during times that were more convenient to their 

schedules. Findings revealed that advisors played a critical role in disseminating information 

about these specific opportunities to students. One participant sent a list of resources to her 

transfer students to compare it to the services that might have been available at their previous 

institution. Advisors were also able to customize their recommendations as they learned more 

about their students. Several participants voiced concerns that missed advising sessions could 

lead to missed opportunities. 

The researcher inductively and deductively reviewed eight documents for this study. The 

documents supported the interview data and represented the artifacts described in the theoretical 

framework. Artifacts are the first of three levels of culture described by Schein (2010). They are 

structures or policies found at the surface level of an organization and “visible products of the 

group” (Schein, 2010, p. 23). Riverside’s Mission and vision statement and the strategic plan 

document were the artifacts that supported the participants’ description under Validating 

Experiences and Evaluating Needs. Statements in the documents emphasized the university’s 
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commitment to enrolling and supporting a diverse student population academically and 

financially. The strategic plan recognized that students would face “distinct challenges” and 

pledged support for their retention and graduation. Riverside’s articulation website documents 

were the artifacts for the second theme of Collaborating Internally and Externally. The 

documents represented the strategic collaboration between Riverside and partner colleges to 

formulate articulation plans that aided in transfer students’ academic progress and success. The 

strategic plan document also supported the collaborative culture described by participants. In the 

document, Riverside committed to maintain “strategic, interactive partnerships” in the 

community and support students’ community engagement.  

The central academic advising website and the college websites where each advising 

participant worked were the artifacts for Creating Advising Opportunities. These artifacts 

reinforced the participants’ commitment to advising and students’ success. They provided clear 

instructions and opportunities for students to connect with advisors. The early alert system 

mentioned by participants was also an artifact. However, the researcher did not have access to 

this internal system.  

The artifacts relevant to Supporting Engagement and Resource Connections were the 

strategic plan document, the student services portal, and the transfer student portal. The strategic 

plan document indicated a pledge to help students engage with external communities. The 

student services portal and transfer student portal gave transfer students easy access to the vast 

resources mentioned by all participants.  

Participants’ responses revealed the second level of culture, espoused beliefs and values, 

and the third level, basic underlying assumptions. The actions the participants described in 
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determining what transfer students bring with them (i.e., excess credits, families) and valuing 

those experiences reflected espoused beliefs. These processes were consistent with practices in 

an organization based on “assumptions about what is right or wrong, what will work or not 

work” (Schein, 2010, p. 25).  Participants’ comments showed that various departments on 

campus were open to advisors’ initiating a secondary review of credits for possible transfer.  

Schein (2010) advised “When a solution to a problem works repeatedly, it comes to be 

taken for granted” (p. 27). This describes the third layer of culture, basic underlying assumptions. 

Findings revealed many actions by participants that were not formal policies but strategies they 

repeatedly used to help transfer students succeed. As an example, participants in advising and 

financial aid discussed advocating for students and collaborating with internal and external 

partners when needed. 

Conclusions 

This study addressed some of the administrative hurdles students face when they transfer 

from community colleges to four-year universities by exploring factors that influence their 

retention. The researcher examined financial aid and academic advising strategies, policies, and 

procedures at a four-year public university in the United States to understand how they influence 

transfer student retention. The study site, Riverside University, had a 74% first-year transfer 

retention rate for students who started in fall 2018, and it was the top destination for transfer 

students in the state in 2017. The researcher gained insight on institutional actions from the 

reflections of financial aid counselors, academic advisors, and academic administrators in open-

ended interviews. Data from these interviews and document reviews led to four themes. The first 

three themes, Validating Experience and Evaluating Needs, Collaborating Internally and 
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Externally, and Creating Advising Opportunities, emerged in two research questions. The fourth 

theme, Supporting Engagement and Resource Connections, was more prevalent in the first 

question. Findings support the literature that transfer student success depends on systematic 

programming, transfer-specific practices, and an overall understanding and support for the 

common characteristics of these students (Grites, 2013b; Herrera & Jain, 2013; Miller, 2013). 

Transfer students range from traditional-aged to older adults. They may work fulltime or 

part-time, and some have families. Students start at community colleges for varied reasons, and 

when they transfer to other institutions, they bring their various backgrounds with them. These 

experiences must be acknowledged and valued if these students are to succeed. Riverside 

University validated these students’ experiences and evaluated their needs based on those 

experiences. This validation was evident by comments about credit loss issues, which resonated 

with all study participants. Academic advisors reflected on their work to review the credits 

transfer students brought and tried to prevent excess credit loss. The financial aid counselors also 

stressed the importance of credit loss and reviewing students’ credits to ensure they applied to 

their degree programs and were eligible for aid. 

Another key finding from the study was that internal and external collaboration is 

crucial for transfer student success. Participants in both the advising and financial aid areas 

worked with others at Riverside to provide services. Advisors described working with the 

registrar, transfer evaluators, and academic departments on credit assessment. The financial 

counselors discussed working with advisors, the registrar’s office, and enrollment services. 

Collaboration also extended outside the university. The financial aid advisors often worked with 

other schools to ensure students’ financial aid information was accurate.  
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Strategic collaboration with partner schools was also essential. Program coordinators at 

Riverside worked with local community colleges on course alignment, leading to more detailed 

course equivalency data and articulation agreements. The longer-term impact of this can be faster 

graduation for transfer students. 

The value of advising increases with frequent interactions and visits. The third finding in 

this study was the importance of creating opportunities for advising. At Riverside, these 

opportunities began with prospective students. The university hosted open houses where both 

academic and financial aid staff met with prospective students. Some advising units also made 

individual appointments with students who had not applied for admission. These opportunities 

were the start of relationship building. Furthermore, the university used an early alert system to 

notify advisors if students experienced curricular or scheduling issues. A notification from the 

system created an opportunity for early proactive advising interventions.   

Student engagement has moved quickly to the forefront of retention literature. Findings 

revealed that the university promoted student engagement and connection to resources. For busy 

transfer students, the opportunity to engage academically and socially in the same space was 

essential. Study findings revealed that advisors at Riverside strategically connected transfer 

students to people or resources who could influence their success, such as another student or 

faculty member in their degree program. These engagement opportunities promoted a sense of 

community, which in turn positively influenced academic outcomes.  

Implications 

Transfer students face barriers as they transition into their new four-year institutions. The 

findings from this study offer insight into some strategies, policies, and procedures used at 
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Riverside to mitigate those transition issues. Other institutions may employ these to assist with 

their success strategies.  

The first implication relates to the value institutions place on transfer students and their 

experiences. Many of the participants discussed the prospect of credit loss and how they 

reviewed students’ credit even after the assessment of the university’s transfer evaluation office 

to ensure students were getting the most out of the experiences from their previous schools. The 

literature supports the fact that students can lose up to one semester of credits after transfer. 

Universities that accept transfer students should review their transfer evaluation processes to 

ascertain if students face credit loss after transferring to their institutions. Articulation 

agreements and credit equivalencies should be clear on the university’s website. Universities can 

also create evaluation practices for a second evaluation in the instance of credit loss. All advisors 

should be aware of informal or formal policies surrounding secondary reviews to assist students 

with initiating secondary evaluations as needed.  

The findings also suggest that universities should evaluate the opportunities for transfer 

students to meet with their academic advisors and financial aid counselors. The frequency of 

advising visits positively links to retention (Young-Jones et al., 2012), and universities should 

investigate ways to promote interactions. Universities can consider a mandatory advising policy 

for students to meet with an advisor when they first start at the institution. Alternatively, they 

could offer an incentive, such as priority registration for transfer students who meet with their 

advisors before class registration in their first semester.  

Another implication suggested by the study findings is that four-year colleges and 

universities should collaborate with their local community colleges to assess transfer credits. The 
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two institutions should work together to strategically align their courses for a more streamlined 

articulation and transfer. This work gets to the root of credit evaluation. More in-depth review 

and articulation work may result in some adjustments to course content at both institutions. 

However, schools dedicated to transfer student success will see the value in this time 

commitment. This is consistent with current research that recommends collaborating on 

articulation agreements to ensure seamless transfer and eventual degree completion (Littlefield & 

Mattes, 2020). 

Engagement was a prevalent theme in this study. Advisors at Riverside actively engaged 

transfer students or connected them with people or resources to encourage engagement. The 

literature suggests that transfer students favor a combined social and academic engagement 

(D’Amico et al., 2014; Deil-Amen, 2011). Four-year institutions could create or adjust 

programming to accommodate transfer students. Living Learning Communities have become 

popular in recent years and work for traditional direct entry students. Universities could adjust 

this concept to a Learning Project that is built into a required program course instead. This is 

consistent with literature that suggests traditional programs that target direct-entry students can 

also be effective when modified for the transfer student population (Blaylock & Bresciani, 

2011).   

Recommendations for Future Research 

The researcher recommends the following as future research studies:  

• This study captured the reflections of staff and administrators on the institutional 

actions that lead to transfer student retention at a four-year public university. A 

similar study should be conducted with the inclusion of transfer students to gain their 
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insight into actions they attribute to their success and their insight on reflections from 

staff and administrators.  

• Four-year public institutions are a popular destination for transfer students. While on 

campus, transfer students will primarily interact with faculty in the classroom. A 

study should be conducted with faculty at four-year public universities to ascertain 

their perspectives on transfer students and what, if anything, they do in their 

classrooms in consideration of these students’ experiences.   

• While the current literature supports that transfer students experience credit loss, the 

literature does not address why students take the additional credits before transferring. 

A study should be conducted with transfer students who experience substantial credit 

loss after transfer to determine the types of credits they lose and what decisions led to 

them taking the additional courses before transfer.  

• Finally, a study should be conducted with the campus administrators who negotiate 

articulation agreements at partnering two and four-year institutions. The study should 

ask what does and does not work in the process and determine how to remove the 

roadblocks for articulations that lead to degree completion.  

Summary 

This single-site case study used qualitative methods to examine how financial aid and 

academic advising strategies, policies, and procedures at a four-year public university in the 

United States influenced transfer student retention at the site. The researcher interviewed 11 

participants and reviewed eight documents as part of the data collection. The central research 

question that guided this study was “What strategies, policies, and procedures in the areas of 
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academic advising and financial aid are in place to address the retention of community college 

transfer students at a four-year public university?” This central question generated the following 

subquestions:  

a. What is the role of academic advising as it pertains to addressing the retention of 

community college transfer students at a four-year public university? 

b. What is the role of financial aid as it pertains to addressing the retention of 

community college transfer students at a four-year public university? 

Data analysis revealed four major themes that explained the primary research questions. 

Three themes, Validating Experience and Evaluating Needs, Collaborating Internally and 

Externally, and Creating Advising Opportunities related to both subquestions. These findings 

captured institutional actions in advising and financial aid that promoted transfer student success 

at Riverside. The fourth theme, Supporting Engagement and Resource Connections, related to 

the first subquestion and explained actions relating to academic advising. Chapter 5 included a 

study summary and discussion of these findings.  

The barriers transfer students face in their transition from two-year to four-year 

institutions can lead them to graduate later than their direct-entry counterparts or even abandon 

their educational pursuits. This study added to the body of research on the approaches to transfer 

student success and retention issues at a four-year public institution in the United States. 

Riverside University was the top university for transfer students in the state in 2017, and it had a 

first-year transfer student retention rate of over 70% for students who started in fall 2018. The 

findings from this study present some of the actions employed in academic advising and 

financial aid areas at the university to mitigate those transition issues and promote academic 
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success. Feedback from study participants supports the importance of a university culture that 

values transfer students and the experiences they bring with them to college. All participants 

engaged in institutional actions that that had positive links to transfer student success. Actions 

included evaluating transfer students’ needs based on their experiences, forming strategic 

internal and external partnerships to anticipate and address specific transfer student issues, and 

encouraging transfer student engagement. Considering the institutional actions discovered in the 

findings, Chapter 5 concluded with implications for higher education leaders and suggestions for 

future research. 
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Interviewee: ______________________________ 
Date: ____________________________________ 
Start Time: _______________________________ 

 
How long have you worked higher education? 
How long have you worked at this institution? 
How long have you worked in academic advising/financial aid? 
How long have you worked in your current role? 
What has been your experience at this university? What do you like about working here? What 
motivates you to come to work every day? 
 
Describe your experience working with transfer students at this university? 
Describe how this university supports transfer students through academic advising/ financial aid. 
In your experience, what aspects of academic advising/ financial aid have been helpful to 
students? 
In your experience, what aspects of academic advising/ financial aid have been challenging to 
students? 
Which academic advising/ financial aid policies do students find the most challenging? 
In your experience working with students who stay or leave this university, what lead to that 
decision? 
What else would you like to add about transfer students or transfer student programs and policies 
at this university? 
Do you have any questions or additional comments? 
 
Additional questions for administrators: 

• What contributes to the successful retention of transfer students at this university?  

• What strategies does the university use to retain transfer student? 

• How are transfer students encouraged to become engaged on campus? 

 
End Time______________ 

 

 
 
 
 


