
Shaping Fuzzy Goals through Teacher-Student
Interaction: A Detailed Look at Communication between

Community College Faculty and Transfer Students

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors Leonard, Diana Kay

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:12:10

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/193806

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/193806


   

SHAPING FUZZY GOALS THROUGH TEACHER-STUDENT INTERACTION: 

A DETAILED LOOK AT COMMUNICATION BETWEEN COMMUNITY 

COLLEGE FACULTY AND TRANSFER STUDENTS 

by: 

Diana K. Leonard 

  
Copyright © Diana K. Leonard 2010 

 

A dissertation submitted to the faculty of the 

CENTER FOR THE STUDY OF HIGHER EDUCATION 

In partial fulfillment of the requirements 

for the degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

in the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

 

 

 
2010



 2 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

  
As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation 

prepared by Diana Leonard entitled, Shaping Fuzzy Goals Through Teacher-Student 

Interaction: A Detailed Look at Communication Between Community College Faculty 

and Transfer Students, and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 

requirement for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy.  

  
____________________________________________________________Date: 4/14/10  
 Regina Deil-Amen, PhD  
  
____________________________________________________________Date: 4/14/10 
 Cecilia Rios-Aguilar, PhD  
  
___________________________________________________________ Date: 4/14/10 
 Gary Rhoades, PhD 
  
___________________________________________________________ Date: 4/14/10 
 Michael Dues, PhD  
  
___________________________________________________________ Date: 4/14/10 
 Jenny Lee, PhD  
 
  
Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate's 
submission of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College.  
 
I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and 
recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement.  
  
  
____________________________________________________________ Date: 4/14/10 
 Dissertation Director:  Regina Deil-Amen  
 



 3 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements 
for an advanced degree at The University of Arizona and is deposited in the 
University Library to be made available to borrowers under the rules of the 
Library. 

 
Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special 

permission, provided that accurate acknowledgement of source is made. Requests 
for permission for extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in 
whole or in part may be granted by the copyright holder. 

 
 
 

Diana K. Leonard 
 
 
 
 



 4 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

Working on a large project is rarely an individual effort; in fact, many people 

contribute expertise, opinion, assistance, and support. That is the case for most endeavors 

and has been the case for this current work. I wish to thank the many people who have 

contributed to my effort in creating, researching, analyzing, and writing this dissertation. 

First, special thanks go to Dr. Michael Dues for being a voice of wisdom, my 

mentor, and friend; Dr. Jenny Lee for her support and friendship throughout my graduate 

program; Dr. Gary Rhoades, for showing me how large of an impact I could make; Dr. 

Jake Harwood for guiding me and assisting me for no other reason than he is a very smart 

and good man; and Dr. Regina Deil-Amen, advisor extraordinaire. She supported, 

inspired, motivated and guided me through the research process, while modeling the 

articulate writer I aspire to become. 

Second, I thank the students who took the survey and were interviewed. I am 

forever grateful that they were willing to share their stories, and hope that I have captured 

their experiences in a way that can inform how they might be better served.  

Finally, I must thank my friends and family who have given up much time and 

pleasure in order to support my efforts on this research. I am so lucky to share my life 

with you. But my most heartfelt appreciation goes to my partner, Mary, without whom it 

just all wouldn’t be as much fun. Thank you!  

 



 5 

DEDICATION 

 

I dedicate this work to the students who have inspired me 

throughout my years of teaching and advising;  

who remind me daily, that what I say matters. 

Thank you. 

 

 



 6 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF TABLES............................................................................................................ 8 

ABSTRACT...................................................................................................................... 9 

 

CHAPTER ONE: NATURE AND PURPOSE OF THE STUDY ................................. 11 
 Introduction......................................................................................................... 11 
 Purpose of the Research...................................................................................... 19 
 Research Questions............................................................................................. 20 

Methodology ....................................................................................................... 22 
Significance of the Study .................................................................................... 23 
Theory Grounding the Study .............................................................................. 25 
 

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 27 
 Introduction......................................................................................................... 27 
 An Introduction to the Community College ....................................................... 27 
 Influences on (or Barriers to) Transfer ............................................................... 32 
  Parental Influences.................................................................................. 33 
  Institutional and Teacher Influences....................................................... 36 
 Theoretical Framework....................................................................................... 45 
  Institutional Agents ................................................................................ 46 
  Symbolic Interactionism ......................................................................... 52 
 Social and Academic Integration ............................................................ 54 
 Integrating the Theories .......................................................................... 58 
 
CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY ....................................................................... 60 
 Introduction......................................................................................................... 60 

Site and Sample Population ................................................................................ 63 
Data Collection ................................................................................................... 64 
 Pilot Study............................................................................................... 65 
 Survey Questionnaires ............................................................................ 66 
 Interviews................................................................................................ 69 
Data Analysis ...................................................................................................... 73 
 Survey Questionnaires ............................................................................ 74 

Interviews................................................................................................ 80 
 Positionality ........................................................................................................ 84 

Validity ............................................................................................................... 86 
 Trustworthiness....................................................................................... 88 
 Human Subjects Approval ...................................................................... 91 
Limitations .......................................................................................................... 91 

 



 7 

TABLE OF CONTENTS - Continued 

CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS...................................................................................... 93 
 Introduction......................................................................................................... 93 

Summary of Theoretical Perspectives ................................................................ 94 
Pilot Study........................................................................................................... 96 
Quantitative Measures from the Survey ............................................................. 99 
Emergent Themes of Interaction....................................................................... 102 
 Fuzzy Goals .......................................................................................... 103 
 Bobby’s Story of Uncertainty.................................................... 104 
 Carla’s Story of Uncertainty..................................................... 107 
 Interactional Themes............................................................................. 109 
 Debra’s Story of Support .......................................................... 111 
 Jane’s Story of Inspiration........................................................ 114 
 Chrissy’s Story of Modeling...................................................... 116 
 Denice’s Story of Motivation .................................................... 119 
 John’s Story of Guidance.......................................................... 122 
 Warning Messages ................................................................................ 125 
 Teacher Agency .................................................................................... 127 
 Summary of Findings............................................................................ 131 

 
CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION ............................................ 134 
 Introduction....................................................................................................... 134 

Discussion of the Findings................................................................................ 135 
 Prominent Roles of Influence ............................................................... 136 
 Teacher Influences Within and Beyond the Classroom........................ 141 
 Influence through Building Confidence................................................ 143 
 Shaping Fuzzy Goals ............................................................................ 145 
 Summary ............................................................................................... 147 
Significance of the Study .................................................................................. 148 
Implication for Practice and Policy................................................................... 151 
Suggestions for Future Research ...................................................................... 156 
Conclusion ........................................................................................................ 158 
 

APPENDIX A: TRANSFER STUDENT SURVEY .................................................... 161 
 
APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL................................................................. 170 
 
REFERENCES ............................................................................................................. 173 
 



 8 

LIST OF TABLES 

TABLE 1: RESEARCH MATRIX........................................................................... 74 

TABLE 2a: MULTIVARIATE ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE (MANOVA) ...........  77 

TABLE 2b: MULTIVARIATE TEST........................................................................ 77 

TABLE 3: CORRELATIONS .................................................................................. 79 

TABLE 4: COLLEGE PLANS IN HIGH SCHOOL ............................................... 82 

TABLE 5: TRANSFER UNCERTAINTY............................................................... 83 

 



 9 

ABSTRACT 

 

 Faculty-student interactions have been largely neglected in the research regarding 

community colleges and community college transfer students. Yet faculty serve as points 

of institutional contact, and might also serve a central role in student experiences and 

decision-making. The purpose of this study was to increase our understanding of the 

dynamics and interactions that impact student experiences and decisions regarding 

transfer at the community college and to understand how those interactions contributed to 

goal formation. Symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969) provided a framework to guide 

the mixed-methods approach, which was primarily qualitative, utilizing online surveys 

and personal interviews to investigate students’ interpretations of the student-teacher 

interactions. Quantitative data analysis measured teacher influence. 429 students who 

successfully transferred to a Research I university in the southwest, from in-state 

community colleges completed the survey. Ten students from this pool, subsequently 

interviewed, reflected various levels of uncertainty in their goals to transfer. These 

uncertain goals were termed “fuzzy” goals. 

In addition to symbolic interactionism as a framework, Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) 

concept of institutional agents, supported with Bourdieu’s (1977) cultural and social 

capital and Tinto’s (1975) theory of social and academic integration were used to guide 

this study. Findings illustrated that students did utilize their teachers as institutional 

agents, who provided them with cultural knowledge and facilitated their understanding of 

procedures and processes through active as well as passive teacher-agency. Five themes 
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emerged in students’ interpretation of the student-teacher interactions: support, 

motivation, guidance, inspiration, and modeling.  All had varying effects on students’ 

uncertainty and contributed to shaping their fuzzy goals and to their social and academic 

integration into academe. 

This study can inform our understanding of the well-known gap in BA attainment 

between students who begin at a community college intending to transfer and students 

who begin at a four-year institution.  Further, this study can inform strategic planning 

geared toward supporting teachers more fully in their role as institutional agents 

conveying social and cultural capital to students to increase their leverage for success 

once they transfer to the university. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

NATURE AND PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

 

Education is above all a social means to a social end – the means by 

which a society guarantees its own survival. The teacher is society’s 

agent, the critical link in cultural transmission.  

(Everet K. Wilson, editor and translator for Emile Durkheims’ 

Moral Education, 1961) 

 

Introduction 

Education may not be the only path to the American Dream, but average earnings 

statistics indicate it might be a well-paved one. Whereas the median gross earnings of a 

high school graduate with no college education was $31,500 in 2005, during the same 

year an associate’s degree netted over a $9,000 increase for a median of $40,600 and 

holding a bachelor’s degree increased that amount an additional $10,000 to a median of 

$50,900 (College Board, 2007). Today’s job market is continually shifting away from 

manufacturing, agriculture and mining toward growth in service-providing industries as 

well as infrastructure and commercial construction (BLS, 2010/2011 Manual). Service 

industries of growth are primarily represented by healthcare, education, professional, 

scientific and technical services, and tend to require higher education certification. 

The expectation of postsecondary education has resulted in a surge of new 

entrants as students seek their ticket to what they hope to be a prosperous future and 

effort is being made to provide access for those students desiring higher education. 
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Between 1985 and 1995, enrollment in degree granting postsecondary institutions 

increased by 16% and between 1995 and 2005, enrollment increased by an additional 

23% (NCES, 2008). According to Inside Higher Ed, an online higher education news and 

resource website, the community college sector alone reportedly expected 2008 fall 

enrollments to increase 10% over the preceding year’s fall enrollment figures (Moltz, 

2008). Grace Truman, spokeswoman for one of the largest community colleges in the 

nation, Palm Beach Community College in Lake Worth, Florida, stated, “Our enrollment 

growth strongly correlates to downturns in the economy,” and suggested that the increase 

in recent high school graduates might be due also to the difficulty getting into and paying 

for four-year institutions (Moltz, 2008). Palm Beach Community College expected a 

single year increase of 16% in enrollment from fall 2007 to fall 2008 entrants. 

Entering college, however, does not mean one will complete college. Although 

the United States has focused on access for the past several decades, dismal completion 

rates prevail. According to Jeannie Oakes, Director of Educational Equity and 

Scholarship at the Ford Foundation, only about half of white students and one-third of 

African American and Hispanic students who enter college nationwide actually complete 

a degree (Bonner, 2010). The United States’10th place ranking in the percentage of young 

adults with college degrees, has led President Obama to establish a national goal that 

strives to change those statistics to make America a leader in education by 2020.The 

Chronicle of Higher Education reported that 17 states had joined this national effort to 

increase graduation rates (Nelson, 2010). College completion efforts are scheduled to 

include increased staff, faster paths to degrees and credentials, financial incentives for 
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students, academic preparedness in K-12 in order to reduce time in remedial courses, and 

improved transfer policies between universities and community colleges. These are lofty 

goals in an era of substantial state funding cuts and reduced income from endowments. 

The much-anticipated American Graduation Initiative (AGI), which would have provided 

competitive Federal Grants for community colleges, was stripped from the healthcare 

legislation to which it was tied on March 15, 2010 (Moltz, 2010). What policies now will 

be put into place to support the President’s educational agenda are still uncertain, but 

community colleges, referred to in President Obama’s State of the Union Address and 

heavily reliant on state funding, nonetheless should be benefactors of this state and 

national agenda.  

Community colleges serve 43% of all undergraduate students (NCES, 2007), 

offering an open-access, post-secondary opportunity especially for ethnic minorities, 

immigrants, and low-income students that is unavailable to the same extent at the four-

year institutions. Tuition is far lower at most community colleges. Classes are smaller 

and often offered in the evenings and on weekends and, because of open-access, students’ 

previous academic standing does not hinder their admittance. Students’ financial 

constraints, lack of academic preparedness, and work and family obligations can make 

attending a community college the better, if not the only, choice. However, students who 

enter the community college with plans to transfer to a four-year university and receive 

their BA may be disadvantaged in doing so. 

Data from the Beginning Postsecondary Student survey (BPS:96) showed more 

than 50% of the students who entered two-year colleges with degree or certificate goals 
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from 1996-2001, left college within six years before receiving any credential. Taking into 

account the wide disparity of transfer rate data and the varying definitions of potential 

transfer students, Kevin Dougherty (1994) determined that although the majority of new 

community college entrants declare their intentions to transfer to a four-year institution, 

only an estimated 15-20% of community college entrants actually do transfer to continue 

the pursuit of their four-year degree. 76% of their counterparts, who began their first year 

of post-secondary education at four-year colleges were still enrolled two-years later (p. 

92). Alfonso (2006), using the National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS) data set, 

and controlling for numerous variables, including pathways of enrollment, educational 

expectations of students, and correcting for college choice, reported a 21-33% 

baccalaureate gap. In other words, her study found that by enrolling in a community 

college, the probability of attaining a bachelor’s degree is 21-33% less than if the student 

had enrolled directly in a four-year institution (Alfonso, 2006). 

This gap in both transfer rates and in the probability of BA completion has not 

been explained by differences in students’ background characteristics. Prior studies have 

found gender, race and ethnicity, and prior measures of academic achievement to have no 

significant effect on transfer rates though parental socio-economic status (SES) remained 

significant (Dougherty & Kienzl, 2006, p. 463-474). Furthermore, even when detailed 

measures of educational expectations, non-traditional attendance pathways, and 

propensity to choose or self-selection into community colleges have been accounted for 

in models, (Alfonso, 2006, pp. 876-879), a significant difference remains between 2-year 

and 4-year college entrants in the probability of baccalaureate obtainment.  
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Therefore, the gap in BA completion between community college students and 

four-year beginning students still has not been explained by the differences in students’ 

background characteristics mentioned above: SES, age, race and ethnicity, academic 

preparation, attendance pathways, and the like (Alfonso, 2006; Dougherty, 2006). Some 

(including Dougherty) presume an institutional effect is at play, but research has not 

identified what the mechanisms, processes, or specific institutional obstacles are that 

contribute to this gap. Part of the reason the mechanisms of influence are not understood 

is because research has not adequately looked at the details of what happens within the 

community college, particularly in the dynamics and interactions that impact student 

experiences and decisions. 

Students who venture into higher education via the community college may 

experience institutional and social influences that are substantially different from those 

experienced by students who go directly to four-year institutions (Dougherty, 1994). The 

study of these influences may contribute to our understanding of the completion rate 

disparity (the baccalaureate gap). Institutional influences can include: where information 

about transfer is displayed and obtained, who and how one locates the guidance 

counselors and advisors, how transfer policies to specific university programs are 

communicated, and how the mission of the college serves the particular interest of the 

student body (Brint & Karabel, 1989; Clark, 1960; Dougherty, 1994; Labaree, 1997; 

Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, & Person, 2006). Is the college mission focused on transfer 

programs, adult education programs, vocational programs, or a combination? Social 

influences may differ between community college students and their four-year 
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counterparts as well and include: a student population seeking multiple degree and 

educational goals; enrollments dominated by commuter students, and less social and 

academic clubs for students to join (Dougherty, 1994; Tinto 2000). Differences in 

external demands, including family and work dynamics also can impede on and 

contribute to students’ educational focus and goals (Dougherty, 2006). Still, this research 

has been primarily quantitative and has not provided a qualitative investigation into the 

details of the interactions between students and “institutional agents” in the community 

college. Few studies have focused a close look at the interactions themselves and the 

exchange that takes place within these interactions to influence the way students 

construct and reconstruct their degree goals and transfer plans. Student-teacher 

interactions in particular have been neglected in the research despite there being reason to 

believe that teachers might play a central role in student experiences relevant to their 

education (Bensimon, 2007; Cox, 2009; Deil-Amen, 2010, 2006; Dougherty, 1994; Stage 

& Hubbard, 2008; Tinto, 2000). 

As members of the community college institution, teachers have traversed the 

path of higher education to arrive in their roles as educators. They are education role 

models and represent future social peers to students who take the path of higher 

education. They are also institutional agents, representing the institution in which they are 

employed and can help students negotiate institutional rules and expectations (Stanton-

Salazar, 1997). Teachers are the most consistent point of contact for students, particularly 

for commuter-students in the community college (Stage & Hubbard, 2007; Tinto, 2000), 

yet research tends to only minimally address student-faculty relationships. Teachers are 
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recognized for their importance, yet still rarely included in recommendations for practice 

(Bensimon, 2007; Martínez Alemán, 2007; Stage & Hubbard, 2007). This is a striking 

omission in higher education research since Tinto’s Theory of Student Departure (1993), 

which includes the importance of student involvement and engagement in the classroom, 

is one of the most cited theories in higher education literature to date, with over 700 

studies citing his model (Bensimon, 2007). Unfortunately, even in this theory, and studies 

utilizing the theory, reference is more to the frequency of interacton than to the purpose 

of the teacher-student interaction and fail to get at the qualitative detail and importance of 

these interactions as students interpret them (Braxton, 2000; Braxton, Milem, & Sullivan, 

2000; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980, 1991; Wortman & Napoli, 1996).  

Nonetheless, Tinto’s research is helpful in situating this current study as it refers 

to classrooms as “communities of learning comprised of faculty and students” (1993, p. 

132). Tinto’s 1997 case study focused on a coordinated studies program at one 

commuter-college, whereby he found classrooms could serve as smaller communities of 

learning. He further posited that classroom involvement had the effect of increasing 

academic and social integration both inside and outside the classroom. However, 

although supportive relationships appeared to occur inside the classroom, he still reserved 

explaining social integration as occurring outside the classroom. He observed the 

classroom as a bridge to external social involvement and integration, rather than a central 

location for that integration to occur (1997). Student involvement, as Tinto explains it, 

refers primarily to classroom activities that engage student learning but that also impact 

“subsequent involvement in the larger academic and social communities of the college” 



 18 

(2000, p. 89). He also posited that the student-faculty relationship outside the classroom 

often mirrors the relational climate inside the classroom that invites students to seek out 

faculty beyond the class (p. 90). In other words, teachers help to create the relationships 

with their students in and out of the classroom. 

In the role of educator, teachers have a substantial opportunity to impact students’ 

knowledge of the community college and university institutions as “institutional agents” 

(Stanton-Salazar, 1997), and may “play a pivotal role in providing social capital and 

other benefits to enable the success” (Deil-Amen, 2010) of community college students 

who persist in the face of their uncertain and “fuzzy” goals. Teachers’ attitudes, beliefs, 

values and teaching practices contribute to student experiences and outcomes (Bensimon, 

2007; Cox, 2009; Dougherty, 1994; Stage & Hubbard, 2008). The messages they choose 

to share with their students can lead to warming the students up or cooling them out. 

“Warming up” is described by Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, and Person (2006) as raising 

students’ aspirations once they have enrolled in college, producing a climate of 

validation; whereas “cooling out” is described by Clark (1960) as toning down students’ 

ambitions so as to discourage them from pursuing their initial goals; instead, moving 

them toward alternative choices like vocational programs or departing college altogether. 

Clark’s landmark contribution to understanding the function of community college as a 

cooling out mechanism focused on counselors and guidance programs that steered 

academically unprepared students away from their transfer goals. Teacher actions might 

also advance the cooling out process, but Clark does not address that mechanism, nor 
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does it appear that other persistence literature identifies teacher-student interactions as 

mechanisms of cooling out.  

 Research on persistence has clearly shown that students with lower levels of 

certainty about their plans to transfer to a four-year college are more at risk of departure. 

According to Mallette and Cabrera (1991) the greater is a student’s commitment to their 

goals, the greater is the likelihood for persistence (in Tinto, 1993). Research indicates a 

strong link between a student’s personal commitment to academic or occupational goals 

and persistence (Cope & Hannah, 1975; Mallett & Cabrera, 1991; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1980; Terenzini, Lorang, & Pascarella, 1981; Tinto, 1993).  Unfortunately, 

however, the basic research models that address persistence and transfer/BA attainment 

do not adequately capture the fuzzy nature of this uncertainty in goal commitment, and 

almost completely neglect the role faculty might play in mitigating uncertainty or threats 

to student commitment (see Deil-Amen, 2010 as an example of a study that qualitatively 

addresses this topic).  The strength of the present study rests in elaborating this critical 

dimension of the community college transfer student experience and the role of faculty in 

affecting such planning and goal commitment challenges. 

 

Purpose of the Research 

The purpose of this study was to increase our understanding of the student-teacher 

dynamics and interactions that impact student experiences and decisions regarding 

transfer at the community college. This was achieved by examining the role community 

college teachers played in the outlook and decision-making of students who successfully 
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persisted in the community college and eventually transferred to a four-year institution. 

Students who have transferred to a four-year institution are models of education 

continuation and success. This research reveals that uncertain goals may be a 

fundamental component of student transfer success, particularly when one considers how 

those goals are encouraged, reinforced, developed, and refined. Goals are not black and 

white, but rather fluid and fuzzy. Understanding success therefore involves understanding 

the influences brought to bear on such goals. Students who have transferred  have stories 

to tell that highlight who they are and what contributed to their academic decisions. 

Through the students’ stories, this study was able to reach a more nuanced understanding 

of the exchange of meaning in teacher-student interactions, how students interpreted that 

meaning, and how their interpretations affected their goals. Employing a mixed-

methodology, which is primarily qualitative with survey questionnaires that provided 

open-ended questions, and interviews constructed for flexibility, this study invited and 

encouraged those stories. Additional quantitative measures from the closed survey 

questions utilizing Likert and Likert-type scales measured the influence of teachers as 

reported by students.  

 

Research Questions 

The following research questions sought to explore students’ interpretation of the 

teacher-student interaction as it influenced their educational and transfer goals. Since 

goals are fluid and not static, interactions with institutional agents can influence the 

direction of those goals; decisions about their major, transfer decisions, and college 
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choice. The guiding question for this study was: How do community college (C.C.) 

teachers influence their students’ decision to persist toward transfer to a four-year 

institution? Sub-questions and an additional research question about teachers as members 

of students’ social networks were added to answer this overarching question: 

RQ1: What role do community college (C.C.) teachers play in their students’ 

decision to transfer to a four-year institution? 

 Sub-question 1: In what ways do students describe their community 

college teachers as encouraging or discouraging them to transfer? 

 Sub-question 2: In what ways does a student’s original certainty about 

transfer affect her/his descriptions of the role their teachers’ played in their 

transfer decisions? 

 Sub-question 3: How do students describe their community college 

teachers as influencing their sense of competence? 

The second major research question related directly to how students describe their 

relationships with their teachers relative to their social networks, and sought to 

understand the role of teachers as institutional agents with whom students could acquire 

social and cultural capital that contributed to the direction of their goals and educational 

pursuits. 

RQ2: How might community college teachers be considered part of students’ 

social network as institutional agents? 
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 Sub-question 1: In what ways do students indicate that they relied on a 

community college teacher for information related to their decision to 

transfer? 

 Sub-question 2: In what ways do students describe the classroom as the 

central point for their social and academic involvement and subsequent 

relationships with their teachers? 

 

Methodology 

The research method chosen for this study was mixed-methods. Qualitative 

measures were employed to understand the experience of transfer students and the 

realities they create, by looking at the language students use: first, in survey responses to 

capture general trends; then through the coding of themes within the survey’s open-ended 

question responses; and finally, by listening to more developed stories via recorded 

interviews which were then transcribed and coded to elaborate on and add additional 

themes. 

Because the nature of this study sought understanding, interpretation, and shared 

reality emerging through language, the focus was primarily qualitative. However, 

quantitative measurement including crosstabs of some questions, correlations between 

questions regarding parental and institutional influences and a within subjects MANOVA 

was run to ascertain statistical significance of teacher influence.  

Survey data came from 429 completed surveys by transfer students who had been 

accepted into a large Research I state university from community colleges throughout the 
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state. The survey was designed as both directive and nondirective. Directive 

questionnaires limit responses with closed questions. Yet, closed questions can provide 

clearer data for quantitative analysis. Nondirective questionnaires provided open-ended 

questions and broad latitude for responses by the respondents, allowing them to explain, 

elaborate, and write about feelings and experiences (Frey, et al., 1991). Symbolic 

interactionism suggests that meanings emerge from interactions (Blumer, 1969). Hence, 

ten respondents were subsequently interviewed for more detailed and richer information. 

Interviews can usually provide deeper understanding of information and allow the 

researcher to probe for explanation or clarity. Whereas survey questions are open for 

interpretation by the respondent, interviewers can clarify questions for the interviewee 

(Frey, et al.). 

 

Significance of the Study 

This research contributes to the literature on community college transfer and the 

influence of teacher expectations through the day-to-day student-teacher interactions. The 

current literature on the influence of community college teachers on their students’ 

transfer-decisions is largely absent. Yet, teachers are in the position as institutional agents 

to provide forms of social and cultural capital through their multiple and varied 

interactions with their students, including the exchange of messages about academic 

competence, belonging, transfer goals and the nurturing of a classroom climate that 

involves students more fully and contributes to social and academic integration (Stanton-

Salazar, 1997; Tinto, 2000). Therefore, this study also contributes to pragmatic 
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considerations. Firstly, recommendations to community college instructors include 

recognizing the effect of conscious or subconscious expectations they might have on their 

students’ achievement. Secondly, increasing explicit messages about student competence, 

and creating a classroom climate that nurtures student involvement, increases students’ 

sense of belonging. However, messages need to be pragmatic and not misleading, 

constructed purposefully to guide the individual student in the direction that best fits his 

or her strengths and level of achievement. Thirdly, faculty influences contribute to 

students’ social and academic integration into academe, their academic decision-making, 

and understanding of the institutional system. Hence, teachers must recognize their roles 

in providing cultural and social capital to those students who don’t have the forms of 

capital that will help them achieve their goals once in the university. Additionally, 

teachers must recognize their roles extend beyond the curriculum to roles as institutional 

agents and as points of contact for students seeking institutional resources. 

 This study also contributes pragmatically to administrators and policy-makers in 

understanding the importance of teacher-student interactions in and outside of the 

classroom for students’ goal development and decision-making efforts toward transfer 

and other educational pursuits. Many post-secondary teachers were hired in the 1960s 

and early 1970s and are expected to retire in the not-so-distant future (Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2010). Their replacements are expected to be primarily part-time teachers. 

Post-secondary teaching positions are expected to grow 15% between 2008 and 2018 due 

to the increase in the population of 18-24 year-olds. Already, budgetary restraints have 

resulted in an increase in part-time faculty hires over full-time tenure-track faculty hires. 
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Because a significant portion of community college funding comes from state and local 

governments, continued budget restraints can impact hiring decisions that could further 

jeopardize student-teacher interaction time. Administrators and policy makers should take 

into consideration the effect this trend in hiring has on student-teacher interaction.  

The students have indicated in this study that teachers play a significant role in 

influencing their goals, equal to or greater than counselors and advisors and therefore 

every effort should be made to facilitate and compensate teachers for their efforts. 

 

Theory Grounding the Study 

The theoretical framework for this study incorporates several conceptual 

components.  First, Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) notion of institutional agents is applied to 

the role of teachers exchanging cultural and social capital with students.  Second, 

Blumer’s (1969) symbolic interactionism is applied to highlight the meanings students 

attribute to their interactions with their teachers. Third, Tinto’s (1975, 1993, 1997, 2000) 

social and academic integration concepts are applied to understand how students’ sense 

of belongingness in academe contributes to their decisions about transfer. 

Stanton-Salazar (1997) describes institutional agents as administrators, counselors 

and teachers who carry within themselves the norms and expectations of the institution 

and have the capacity to communicate these norms and expectations to students. The 

norms and expectations are those of the dominant culture and grow out of what Bourdieu 

(1977) would deem cultural capital: culturally shared attitudes, preferences, expectations, 

and behaviors of the dominant culture. Teachers, as institutional agents and members of 
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the dominant institutional culture, are aware of these cultural norms and have the capacity 

to guide students through them. Likewise, social capital reflects the relationships that 

communicate obligations, expectations, information, and social norms that contribute to 

academic success (Bourdieu, 1977; Coleman, 1988). As students interact with teachers, 

they can learn these social norms and expectations. Furthermore, the meaning students 

attribute to the interactions with their teachers and their subsequent decisions and actions 

is explained by Mead’s (1934) symbolic interactionism (termed as such by Blumer, 

1969). Symbolic interactionism is the idea in which social structures and meanings arise 

out of social interaction and lead to action. Hence, students’ meaning-making of the 

student-teacher interaction can impact the direction of their fuzzy goals. Tinto (1993) 

provides the third perspective for this study with his theory of academic and social 

integration, which refers to the necessary perceived congruence, or fit, between the 

student and his or her educational institution. The sense of fit or belongingness is 

contributed to by the interactions in which the student engages. The more satisfying the 

interactions and experiences, the more the student feels integrated into the academic 

community, and the more likely he or she is to persist. Each of these theories is discussed 

in the following chapter reviewing the literature, in terms of its applicability for studying 

the day-to-day interactions between community college teachers and students and the 

impact that has on students’ fuzzy goals and persistence.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Introduction 

 Before exploring the influences and challenges community college students face, 

it is helpful to understand the background and origins of the community college sector. 

Explanations of how and why community colleges emerged at the turn of the 20th century 

differ widely and serve as a basis for the current differences in community college 

missions and in assessing their impact on higher education and society. Presented first, is 

a brief description of the emergence of the community college, followed by literature on 

transfer influences. These influences include parental influences, institutional influences 

(including a discussion of divergent missions within the same institution) and teacher 

influences (which addresses teacher expectations and their position as institutional 

agents).  

 

An Introduction to the Community College 

 There is a long-standing debate over the origins and the current impact of the 

community college. On one side of the debate are those who believe the community 

college was designed to have a democratizing effect on society, providing open-door 

access to those who would otherwise be excluded from higher education. One of the 

underlying assumptions of this perspective is that American education “gives students 

with undistinguished academic records multiple chances to succeed” (Brint & Karabel, 
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1989 p. 221). The introduction of community colleges opened the doors to all students, 

making education even more accessible. According to the US Department of Education 

(IES, 2008), total fall enrollment in degree granting public and private community 

colleges increased 667% between 1963-2000. During the same period of time, enrollment 

at public and private four-year institutions increased 186%. Although all post-secondary 

institutions saw quite a leap in enrollments, community college enrollments ballooned in 

comparison to four-year institutions. Community colleges also increased access by their 

location and image as neighborhood institutions. In a 1986 survey by the College 

Entrance Examination Board, 94% of the two-year college matriculants nationwide were 

residents of the state in which the college was located; 96% commuted to the campus 

(Cohen & Brawer, 1996). Hence, access includes proximity as well as open doors to all 

students, including those who otherwise might not be able to enter a four-year college 

and this access is the basis for ascribing to the democratization that community colleges 

provide. 

Scholars on the other side of the debate allude to “dubious [reasons] spawned by 

‘the more privileged sectors of society’” to create a barrier into the more elite four-year 

institutions by offering the community college, originally termed the Junior College, as 

an alternative to university enrollment (Dougherty, 1994, p. 6). Prior to the 1920’s, 

universities were concerned about the increased demand for access to their institutions. 

These elite universities were interested in discouraging the growing numbers of students 

seeking admission to their institutions and the junior college was perceived as helping to 

“drain off the excess demand” (Labaree, 1997, p. 199). Junior colleges offered an 
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alternative to students, while allowing the universities to focus on what they deemed 

“higher work” (Labaree, 1997, p. 197). One of the expectations was that many students 

would exit the junior college before seeking admission to the university. Hence, the 

junior or community college could serve to weed out less prepared and less deserving 

students. This historical purpose may in fact permeate today’s transfer results. Current 

indicators suggest that even today, community college attendance may actually present a 

barrier to obtaining a bachelor’s degree. Although not all community college students 

intend to transfer, students who begin at a community college with plans to obtain a 

bachelor’s degree, are 15% -33% less likely to do so in the same period as similar 

students who begin at a four-year university (Alfonso, 2006; Dougherty, 1994, 2006; 

Pascarella, Wolniak & Pierson, 2003; Pascarella, Edison, Nora, Hagedorn, & Terenzini, 

1998). 

Burton Clark’s “cooling out” hypothesis may explain the diverted plans of 

community college students. Clark (1960) stated, “a major problem of democratic society 

is inconsistency between encouragement to achieve and the realities of limited 

opportunity” (p. 569). He suggested there was simply not enough room at the four-year 

institutions to accommodate all who wanted to attain higher education degrees. His 

landmark study of a single junior college in San Jose, California, found that community 

colleges might act as a tracking system to divert community college students from 

pursuing a bachelor’s degree toward more vocational goals, thus leading to further social 

reproduction. 
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Whatever one’s position in the debate, the community college system is an 

educational force that serves 43% of all undergraduate students (NCES, 2007). It is a 

particularly important access point into higher education for the nontraditional student 

including: older students, returning students, minorities, low-income, working class, and 

women (McGrath & Spear, 1991, 1994; Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, & Person, 2006). As 

such, this system serves multiple functions, which can be said to further divert students 

from their pursuit of a baccalaureate degree (Labaree, 1997). According to the U. S. 

Department of Education, in 1996, 56 – 86% of community college students in all two-

year institutional categories reported that they expected to attain a bachelor’s degree more 

than any other degree goal (NCES, 2007). Yet, as mentioned in the introduction, an 

estimated 15-20% of community college entrants actually transfer to a four-year college 

(Alfonso, 2006; Dougherty, 1994). 

Earnings discrepancy alone demands we understand this disparity. Compared to 

individuals who have a 2-year degree, workers with a 4-year degree earn almost 

$650,000 more over the course of a lifetime—almost $1.2 million more than the expected 

lifetime earnings of an individual without a high school diploma (Education Pays, Second 

Update, 2006). Furthermore, President Obama’s current educational agenda to make 

America a leader in education by 2020, would suggest an important call to raising the 

transfer rates between community colleges and four-year institutions. 

Whether or not this educational agenda is imposing an assumption that more 

students “should” transfer is worth considering. Perhaps the numbers of students 

currently transferring is appropriate to maintaining academic standards. Finding ways to 
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“encourage” more students to transfer, who otherwise might lack academic readiness, 

may lead them down a path of disappointment and increased failure. Deil-Amen and 

Tevis (2010), in their study on high school students in low-income areas in Chicago, 

found students had an inflated sense of college readiness because they had been 

compared with the average test scores of their low-performing schools, rather than 

compared to test scores reflecting the national average. Students with strong ACT test 

scores compared to their classmates, still fell far below the national average. 

Furthermore, some students who had fared well in their classes, were encouraged by their 

teachers and peers, and received superior grades, found they did poorly on their ACT and 

would be ineligible for enrollment in some universities. These students were devastated. 

Additionally, for students who nonetheless would enroll, Deil-Amen and Tevis found that 

many discovered that “their high school academic preparation left them disadvantaged in 

managing the rigors of college” (2010, p. 160). 

Extrapolating from this research on transitioning from high school to college, one 

might draw similar conclusions when investigating the transition between community 

college and the university. Transferring more under-prepared students just because they 

desire to obtain a four-year degree may not be in the best interest of the college, the 

university or the student. Transferring more academically prepared students certainly 

would be beneficial. Hence, understanding the nuances that contribute to students’ 

experiences and the status quo can inform the discussion on transfer readiness, 

preparedness, and success. One area worth exploring as contributing to the status quo is 

that of influences on transfer. Influences or perhaps barriers to transfer have been studied 
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extensively (Clark, 1960; Dougherty, 1994; McDonough, 2007; Tierney, 1992; & Tinto, 

1993). These influences can occur at the family level as well as the social and 

institutional level and are discussed throughout the next section. 

 

Influences on (or Barriers to?) Transfer 

Students who begin their postsecondary education at the community college face 

multiple influences on their persistence, some of which act as barriers. Research indicates 

that family involvement is crucial in the educational success of a child (Tierney, 2002). 

Yet, compared to their peers whose parents have attended college, first generation 

students are often under-prepared, without the benefits of experience and academic 

guidance from parents who have not attended college (Tierney, 1992). Additionally, 

students and parents from different social classes and races may have different 

perceptions, attitudes, and knowledge about college (Hearn, 1984). Entering higher 

education through the community college portal, these students often do so with little 

knowledge of academic expectations. Unprepared academically and socially for college 

life, students can then turn to the institutional structure, procedures, and agents to guide 

them in making their academic decisions. As members of the institution, teachers can act 

as institutional agents (Stanton-Salazar, 1997), playing a part in the institutional habitus, 

which can be described as shared institutional perceptions and expectations 

(McDonough, 1997). McDonough extends Bourdieu’s (1977) notion of habitus of deeply 

internalized perceptions of one’s world developed through one’s family and culture, to 

organizations and institutions, in her research on high school contexts. She asserts that 
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the school climate can create an organizational habitus that directs and limits “the 

universe of possible college choices” (p. 10). Drawing from Stanton-Salazar (1997) and 

McDonough (1997), teachers have the capacity to contribute messages that reflect the 

institutional climate as well as encourage or discourage subsequent involvement in 

academic and social networks. Tinto (1993) introduces the importance of academic and 

social integration in student persistence. His research focused on four-year institutions, 

but his use of the importance of the classroom translates nicely to our understanding of 

the dynamics at play in two-year institutions as they are primarily attended by commuter 

students relying on the classroom as their main point of academic involvement. 

Institutional agents, cultural capital, and academic and social integration will be 

discussed more fully in the section on theoretical frameworks. 

Parents, institutional structures, and teachers impact students’ knowledge and 

perception of education and, by extension, their decisions to transfer and pursue a four-

year degree. The next section provides some background on these different influences 

and ultimately how teachers can impact students’ educational perceptions and pursuits.  

 

Parental Influences 

As introduced above, research has shown that family involvement can help one’s 

access into and persistence in college. However, access literature looks primarily at the 

transition from secondary to post-secondary education. What is lacking in the literature is 

how these influences might contribute to the transfer process from two-year to four-year 

institutions. Nonetheless, two primary areas of interest in access and persistence literature 
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are parental encouragement and parental education and warrant understanding as they 

relate to and reflect not only secondary to post-secondary goals, but also transfer goals 

between two- and four-year institutions. 

Parental encouragement. Parents participate in their children’s college choice 

processes by way of encouragement, involvement in the choice process, and by providing 

knowledge based on their own experiences and understanding (McDonough, 2005). In 

their research on student college choice, Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith (1989) found 

that “the amount of parental encouragement and support for secondary education is 

related to the likelihood of attendance” (p. 257). Parents help to shape students’ college 

aspirations, to maintain their plans for college, and their influence is manifested in many 

ways; by modeling, emphasizing particular values, telling stories about individuals they 

respect, and participating in school functions, among others (McDonough, 2005). 

According to Jun and Colyer (2002), in their research on the influence of parental 

involvement in college preparation programs,  

Students performed better and had higher levels of motivation when 

they were raised in homes characterized by supportive and demanding 

parents who were involved in schools and who encouraged and 

expected academic success (p. 195). 

However, the literature indicates that encouragement is not enough. Parental education 

level is also seen as a contributing factor to the access to and persistence in postsecondary 

education. 
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Parental education. Research suggests that the greatest predictor for entrance to 

college is whether or not the parent had attended college themselves (Tierney, 2002). 

“Parents who have not attended college often lack critical information that enable them to 

be preemptive in helping their children prepare for and become eligible for college” 

(Fann, 2002, p. 4). The strong influence of parental education on a child’s predisposition 

toward postsecondary education exceeds both the socio-economic status of the family 

and student ability (Hossler, Braxton & Coopersmith, 1989; Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, 

& Terenzini, 2004). Compelling evidence to support the contention that parental 

education wields strong influence is in Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini’s 

research on first-generation college students. They concluded that students whose parents 

never attended college were more likely to choose less selective colleges. 

Clearly, parental influences, including education play significant roles in college 

access and choice. This can be seen in the characteristic differences between community 

college students and their four-year counterparts. Community college students differ from 

four-year college students in family background, high school academic record, and 

educational aspirations (Cohen & Brawer, 1989). Additionally, according to Adelman 

(2006), parental income and attendance in college also contribute to degree attainment. 

College access, choice, and persistence appear to be influenced by these characteristics. 

Yet, when comparing two-year and four-year entrants, a considerable gap in 

baccalaureate attainment remains that cannot be explained by the differing characteristics 

between 2- and 4-year college entrants. After controlling for these differences, Dougherty 

(1994) found that students who entered postsecondary education through the community 
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college still received 11 to 19% fewer bachelor’s degrees than similar four-year entrants. 

Alfonso (2006) reported similarly significant findings in her research on baccalaureate 

attainment of community college entrants who declared their intentions to seek a 

baccalaureate degree. The baccalaureate gap cannot be fully explained by personal traits 

such as parental influences, socio-economic status, nor educational expectations of 

students. Hence, institutional factors, including institutional functions and teacher 

influences, warrant additional inspection. 

 

Institutional and Teacher Influences 

Multiple functions of the community college contribute to disparate missions and 

thinning of resources. According to Labaree (1997), four distinct social functions 

emerged in the development of the community college: “the academic-transfer function, 

the vocational-terminal function, the general-education function, and the community-

adult education function” (p. 196). Though distinct, these functions exist together, 

overlap, and influence each other. A reduction in state resources can alter the institutional 

decisions of funding these multiple missions. Which mission gets thinned when resources 

wane? Furthermore, the coexistence of divergent missions might be a contributing factor 

to the change in plans for students who intended to pursue a bachelor’s degree. Brint & 

Karabel (1989) argue that the disparate missions of the community college leads to 

institutional vocationalization, moving students toward vocational programs and away 

from transfer programs. However, Alfonso (2006) controlled for the “major field of 
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study,” which would have captured a switch from a transfer pathway to a vocational one, 

and still the gap remained. 

Although multiple missions might intersect to alter students’ plans, students’ 

primary interaction on campus is in the classroom with their teachers and peers and few 

studies have explored this interaction qualitatively. An interesting result emerged out of a 

1984 national survey of 347 community college teachers, teaching primarily transfer 

courses (courses intended to transfer to a university). This survey found that only 19.2% 

of these faculty believed that the primary function of the community college should be to 

prepare students for transfer to the four-year institution (Dougherty, 1994). What is not 

provided is a qualitative explanation of this statistic, nor how this attitude might be 

communicated to the students and what influence it may have on students’ sense of 

belonging or integration in academe and their decisions to transfer. In order to understand 

the impact of teachers on their students, earlier research looks at the influence of teacher 

expectations and, more recently, their positions as institutional agents. 

Teacher expectations. Dougherty’s (1994) research on the conflicting impact of 

community colleges found that community college teachers’ expectations of their 

students were low. He described a process by which “low expectations tend to lead 

teachers to withdraw attention and praise” from the students who would profit the most, 

and actually contribute to and reinforce their poor academic performance (p. 91). Known 

as the self-fulfilling prophecy, expectations of performance are said to result in student 

performance accordingly. Hence, high expectations result in high performance; low 

expectations in low performance. 
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The self-fulfilling prophecy was first termed as such by Robert K. Merton (1948) 

and was drawn from the Thomas Theorem: “If men define situations as real, they are real 

in their consequences” (Thomas, 1928, p. 257). Simply stated, it is a five-step model that 

implies the following: 

1. A teacher holds a certain belief or expectation to be true about his or her 

students. 

2. Based on this belief or expectation, he or she acts differentially toward the 

students.  

3. Students respond to the differential treatment accordingly, producing 

behaviors that fulfill the communicated expectations. 

4. The response confirms the teacher’s beliefs and strengthens the differential 

treatment. 

5. Overtime, the students’ behavior will conform more and more closely with the 

teacher’s expectations. 

Studies have been conducted on the relationship between teacher expectations and 

student performance; however, most of the literature comes from K-12 research. In his 

micro-ethnographic research of a kindergarten classroom in “an urban ghetto school,” 

Rist (1970) found that students with personal characteristics such as middle-class status, 

verbalization in standard American English, neat appearance, and family background, 

were expected to succeed, whereas students who did not possess those characteristics 

were not expected to succeed. Rist observed that by late May of the kindergarten year, 

students had been grouped together according to those characteristics. Those grouped 
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together without the above mentioned characteristics were characterized by lack of 

communication with the instructor, lack of class involvement, and reduced instruction; 

supporting the idea of the self-fulfilling prophecy.  

Classroom involvement and performance is just as important for the college 

student, and experiences with teacher expectations can parallel Rist’s findings. Due to the 

open door policy of the community college, admitting students of widely different 

backgrounds and abilities, “classroom performance becomes the major means of 

screening” (Clark, 1960, p. 123). In his 1955 study of a single junior college, one of the 

first in San Jose, California, Clark suggested that the instructor was to help identify “true 

transfers and the latent terminal students, pressuring the latter to recognize their status” 

and move towards vocational interests (p. 123). He described this function as “cooling 

out” the students. Clark’s research focused on the job of counselors to actually cool 

students out, however he noted some cooling out by teachers, simply by the context of 

being the observers of classroom performance. Although this study was of one 

community college in the 50s, it does highlight teachers’ influence on the direction of 

students’ goals. Additionally, Clark observed that teachers who had previously taught at a 

college (college-background teachers) were quite critical about their students, more so 

than teachers who had been teaching at the high school level. He noted the following 

comments by teachers: “many are lazy”; “unrealistic objectives of most students”; “too 

many non-college caliber students”; and the like. If we link Rist’s (1970) findings 

regarding the self-fulfilling prophecy function to the nature of these community college 

teachers’ comments about their students, we can imagine the possibility of an increase in 
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“cooling out” student aspirations at the community college. A qualitative understanding 

of teacher and student perceptions of these teacher assessments is missing however. 

College-background teachers may have been more pragmatic in assessing student 

academic abilities and potential for academic success in a four-year setting than their 

non-college background colleagues. 

Further problems exist in relying on Clark (1960) and Rist (1970) for 

understanding teacher expectations. Both studies are quite dated and focus on single case 

studies. Furthermore, Rist looks at kindergarten expectations and Clark focuses more on 

counselor influences than on teachers. Nonetheless, both point to the interactions between 

students and teachers that shift their educational experiences. More recent literature 

confirms the importance of these micro-interactions and the resultant messages between 

teachers and students (Deil-Amen, 2010; Cox, 2009; Tinto, 1997, 2000). 

Tinto (1993) states that the classroom is the central place for student engagement, 

particularly for commuter students, and also “becomes a gateway for subsequent student 

involvement in the larger academic and social communities of the college” (p. 132). 

According to Tinto, student and faculty contact “serves to directly shape learning and 

persistence” (1993, p. 133). Following this line of reasoning, the classroom climate and 

the personal judgments introduced by the teacher affect the subsequent level of academic 

and social involvement by the students. Tinto’s research on social and academic 

integration will be further explained in the theoretical frameworks section. 

Deil-Amen (2010), in her qualitative study of socio-academic integrative 

moments for community college students, found that the interactions within the 
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classroom, and the meaning students ascribed to those interactions, were central in 

students’ integration process. Whereas Tinto (2000) studied specifically designed 

classroom structures, referred to as “learning communities,” Deil-Amen (2010) looked at 

the regular community college classroom extending Tinto’s research to include students’ 

reported feelings of belongingness and comfort in the regular classroom setting. She 

found that faculty were “critical actors” in the classroom for creating a climate that could 

increase students’ confidence and transmitting valuable information to them.  

Students have agency in their decisions. Teachers don’t just create the right 

climate or the perfect “learning community” bringing about a utopian educational 

experience for all students. Students enter college with one identity and find themselves 

faced with the decision to adopt another: “someone who attends college” (Cox, 2009). 

Since failure in their new identity could prove debilitating to their ego, Cox suggests that 

students tend to adopt strategies that help them side-step the possible humiliation; yet 

these strategies can be harmful in themselves: putting off taking “scary” courses or 

professors, dropping a course because its difficulty forecasted possible failure, and failing 

to talk to a professor. Her study confirms what Deil-Amen found regarding instructors as 

“critical actors” in the classroom. Students’ confidence rose when instructors 

acknowledged their competence and intervened on a personal level, interacting with the 

students, recognizing their fears and encouraging them to persist. Neither of these studies 

outright questioned whether it was better to persevere into an academic identity of 

“college student” than to retreat into a pre-existing identity of “not-yet-ready.” 
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Nonetheless, both studies qualitatively explored the nuanced experience of the students to 

better understand the micro-interactions between students and teachers. 

One question remaining may be whether teachers are creating a classroom climate 

that intersects with the larger academic and social community that Tinto (1993, 2000), 

Deil-Amen (2010), and Cox (2009) described, or a classroom climate that more 

resembles Rist’s (1970) kindergarten class. This point is particularly salient when we 

understand teachers as institutional agents, from which students can learn to negotiate the 

institutional structures and procedures and discover new academic identities within 

themselves. 

Teachers as institutional agents. Institutional agents are individuals who possess 

knowledge and resources of the institution and can become part of the larger social 

network a student acquires and nurtures in order to increase his or her own knowledge 

and understanding of the system. Administrators, counselors, and teachers can be viewed 

as institutional agents with the capacity to transmit directly or to mediate the transmission 

of institutional resources and opportunities (Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995). As 

members of educational organizations, they may participate in shared institutional 

perceptions of what constitutes knowledge, competence, and the credentials accepted and 

offered by the institution. McDonough (1997) refers to shared institutional perceptions as 

organizational habitus. Organizational habitus is an extension of Bourdieu’s (1977) 

explanation of habitus as an embedded way of seeing and understanding the world, 

shaped by the members of the same family or community. McDonough extends habitus 

to organizational contexts; in particular, high school institutions and their climates as they 
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facilitated or hindered college choice. She suggests that bound by organizational habitus, 

a member of the organization cannot generally fathom things outside “agreed upon” 

institutional perceptions. Her research investigated the organizational habitus resulting 

from the broader school climate that served to limit college choices in an effort to 

manage decisions (p. 90). Her perspective of habitus highlights a possible concern about 

what messages institutional agents (actors within the community college setting) provide 

or do not provide to students about themselves, the institutions and ultimately their 

decisions toward or away from transfer options. As institutional agents, teachers are in 

the position of communicating messages about resources and opportunities but may be 

limited by these institutional perceptions. 

Likewise, students enter the classroom with their own particular perspective, 

habitus, or way of seeing things. In their attempt to understand socialization and 

schooling experiences of working-class racial minority youth, Stanton-Salazar (1997) 

examined the relationships between youth and institutional agents, including teachers, 

and the role these relationships play in the social negotiations of the students. He found 

limited effectiveness of teachers when it came to being potential agents of social capital 

for some minority students. First, although teachers can take on aspects of mentors or 

parents, their support is constrained by “bureaucratic policies, rules, procedures and 

normative practices and codes, which take precedence over the individual needs of the 

students” (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, p. 13). Second, when committed teachers and other 

school agents tried to establish a sense of trust and solidarity, they often ran up against an 

“institutionalization of distrust between minority members and the official agents of the 



 44 

school systems, often perceived by the former as representing dominant group interests” 

(p. 15). This is an example of the habitus of the student. It is difficult to perceive 

something differently when it contradicts the ingrained perspective shaped by one’s 

family and community. 

Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch (1995) found it difficult for students to form ties 

with individuals who control access to institutional resources and support and that the 

“structural opportunities to form these ties are negatively related to the individual’s 

position in the social hierarchy” (p. 119). This point speaks to the difficulty in creating 

and nurturing social networks and is particularly salient when talking about community 

college students and their teachers. In particular, racial/ethnic minorities, immigrants, and 

low-income students tend to be already located at lower positions in the social hierarchy. 

Hence, they are likely to have fewer structural opportunities for forming ties to 

institutional agents. The information needed to form the ties and enact relational 

exchanges within social networks is mediated by the amount of previous experience or 

cultural capital one has in the first place; in other words, the knowledge of the rules of the 

dominant game. Furthermore, even if a student has access to a willing institutional agent, 

he or she still needs to nurture the relationship in such a way as to enact a social exchange 

in order to acquire the necessary institutional resources. Students who have not received 

these negotiating techniques from their parents nor previous experience are further 

marginalized from necessary social and informational networks. 

As institutional agents, community college teachers are in a potential position to 

guide students toward necessary resources and views of academe. Deil-Amen (2010) 
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found that teachers were a primary source of social capital both in and outside the 

classroom, exchanging valuable information. Their expectations of the students can 

contribute to how they go about guiding and directing their students. What messages are 

community college teachers communicating to their students about themselves, about 

transfer options, about higher education? Currently there has been little research on the 

influences that community college teachers have on students and their decisions to pursue 

a four-year degree (Stage & Hossler, 2000; Tinto, 2000). Yet, teachers and students 

interact on a day-to-day basis. This current study explores how these daily interactions 

may contribute to students’ understanding of their educational choices, belief about their 

own abilities to continue their education, and confirmation of their decisions to do so. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

College student departure has been described as an ill-structured problem that 

defies a single solution and therefore requires a multi-theoretical approach (Braxton, 

Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004, p. 2). Hence, three theories are drawn upon for this study. 

First, in order to understand the mechanisms of student-teacher interactions, Stanton-

Salazar’s (1997) theory of institutional agents is applied. Although institutional agents 

can include administrators, counselors, staff as well as teachers, this study focuses on 

teachers as institutional agents, exchanging cultural and social capital in the day-to-day 

interactions with their students and looks at how those interactions contribute to 

clarifying students’ fuzzy or uncertain goals. The second theory from which to 

understand these interactions is symbolic interactionism. Mead’s (1934) concept of 
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interactional meaning-making was later termed symbolic interactionism by Blumer 

(1969) and explains the meaning people attribute to their interactions in social settings. 

This theory is applied in this study to understand the meaning students attribute to the 

interactions with their teachers and their subsequent decisions and actions related to their 

goals of transfer and degree attainment. Finally, the third theory used to inform this 

study, is Tinto’s (1993) social and academic integration, from the perspective of what 

occurs in the community classroom and within the student-teacher interactions to 

facilitate a students’ perceived sense of belonging, or fit, in academe. This study focuses 

on the student-teacher interactions. According to Tinto, the more satisfying the 

interactions and experiences, the more the student feels integrated into the academic 

community, and the more likely he or she is to persist. 

Each of these theories is discussed separately in terms of its applicability for 

studying the day-today interactions between community college teachers and their 

students and the impact that has on students’ fuzzy goals and persistence.  

 

Institutional Agents 

Stanton-Salazar (1977) describes institutional agents as administrators, counselors 

and teachers who have knowledge of the norms and expectations of the institution and 

have the capacity to communicate these norms and expectations to students. The norms 

and expectations are of the dominant culture and grow out of what Bourdieu (1977) 

would deem cultural capital: these culturally shared norms: attitudes, preferences and 

behaviors, have been said to be “precisely the knowledge that elites value, yet schools do 
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not teach” (McDonough, 1997, p. 9). Although the institutions may not teach cultural 

norms; teachers, as institutional agents, can communicate them in the day-to-day 

interactions with their students in and outside the classroom. Likewise, social capital 

reflects the relationships that communicate obligations, expectations, information, and 

social norms that contribute to academic success (Bourdieu, 1977; Coleman, 1988). As 

students interact with teachers, they can learn these social norms and expectations, 

making it easier to navigate through institutional procedures and processes. In Deil-

Amen’s (2010) qualitative research, applying Tinto’s theory of academic and social 

integration in the community colleges, 28% of the interviewees described the social 

capital they received from their teachers as fundamental to their persistence and “had 

implied implications for their identity” as being worthy of attention. To understand more 

fully how cultural and social capital fit within this framework, each will be described and 

explained next. 

Cultural capital. Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital (1977) helps to explain the 

impact that community college teachers have on students contemplating transfer. 

Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital emerged in an attempt to explain what he observed 

as unequal achievement of school children from the different social classes in France 

(Bourdieu, 1986). He defined cultural capital as the middle and upper class property, 

experiences, and knowledge, passed to offspring, which could then be exchanged to 

maintain or increase status (Bourdieu, 1977). People without this cultural capital are at a 

social disadvantage and are excluded from social mobility within the dominant social 

structure. Lamont and Laureau (1988) pointed out that high status cultural members are 
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the ones who define what counts as exchangeable capital and, hence, can use it for social 

and cultural exclusionary purposes, contributing to social reproduction. Bourdieu 

explains that cultural capital exists in three forms: the embodied state, the objectified 

state, and the institutionalized state.  

The embodied state. Cultural capital is the accumulation of culturally shared 

attitudes, preferences, behaviors, goods and credentials, which all become salient status 

markers and ultimately play a role in educational achievement. As these external markers 

become deeply imbedded in the individual, they become what Bourdieu refers to as 

habitus. Habitus can be described as internalized ways of seeing and responding to one’s 

world. These are subjective perceptions and are shared by all the members of the group or 

class that helped shape the habitus in the first place (McDonough, 1997). Since one 

generally cannot fathom things outside of one’s own perceptions, he or she is bound to 

the choices and aspirations afforded their particular habitus. This would include making 

decisions about attending college: whether to go, where to go, and what to expect once 

there. Habitus can also exist in organizational contexts (McDonough, 1997). The 

organization becomes the cultural context within which perceptions develop and are 

shared. McDonough refers to this phenomenon as “organizational habitus” and suggests 

it shapes perceptions shared by the organizational context, exerting “an influence on 

individual decision-making” (p. 10). Teachers, as members of educational organizations, 

participate in shared institutional perceptions of what constitutes knowledge, competence, 

and the credentials accepted and offered by the institution. If McDonough is correct that 

organizations have their own habitus, and we know by Bourdieu that habitus is a shared 
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worldview, then we might look at how teachers messages are inculcating, or shaping, 

students’ view of transfer and of university education. 

The objectified state. The objectified state in Bourdieu’s cultural capital includes 

material objects, such as paintings, writings, or instruments that can be passed on in their 

material sense. However, these material objects are “only defined in the relationship with 

cultural capital in its embodied form” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 246). In other words, objects 

can be appropriated materially, which presupposes their economic value, (their worth is 

passed on); but they also contain a symbolic nature, which presupposes cultural capital. It 

is as circular as it sounds. For example, one with a large amount of cultural capital would 

not only have a degree, but would have in-depth knowledge of the discipline, could carry 

on a conversation with other degree holders, and would be recognized as someone 

deserving of the degree. Bourdieu would suggest that the “symbolic capital” of the degree 

is mistakenly recognized as legitimate competence. The degree (objectified state of 

cultural capital) carries symbolic capital and its holder is viewed as having legitimate 

competence simply because of the symbolic nature of the degree. The objectified state of 

cultural capital is further legitimized in its institutionalized state. 

 The institutionalized state. Academic qualification is an example of how the 

objectified state of cultural capital (a degree) can be used to confer institutional 

recognition and comparison between the holders of such capital (i.e., one’s place in the 

hierarchy of degree attainment). Academic qualification becomes “a certificate of cultural 

competence which confers on its holder a conventional, constant, legally guaranteed 

value with respect to culture…” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 248). This is yet another example of 
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this circuitous proposition. You hold what the dominant culture values, therefore you are 

recognized as valuable. This academic capital guarantees a monetary value and can be 

exchanged for economic capital.  

In sum, a child is socialized by his family and peers and as such, he accumulates 

cultural capital embodied in the whole family (embodied state). He then has the necessary 

means to appropriate material symbols of that same cultural capital (objectified state). 

Finally, academia recognizes and legitimizes the cultural capital the child brings with him 

(which may now include the material symbols), conferring upon him academically 

sanctioned, legally guaranteed certificates of qualifications (institutionalized state). These 

guaranteed certificates of qualifications are in fact, certificates of recognition of the 

cultural capital he came with in the first place. From this perspective, choosing a 

community college over a four-year institution or deciding whether or not to pursue a 

four-year degree may reflect a students’ cultural capital and habitus.  

Cultural capital may play a large role in terms of educational access and 

achievement. In their book on college success, Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, and Person 

(2006) found, in order for students to be successful in school, they need to be familiar 

with the dominant culture. Students, unfamiliar with the “middle-class rules of the 

game..., are at a disadvantage in the competition for academic credentials” (p. 95). The 

rules of the game are created by the dominant culture and community college teachers 

know these rules. If students do not have access to the rules, they are likely to remain in 

their class status, maintaining the existing social stratification. This reproductive 

tendency of schools highlights the importance of understanding the intentional or 
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unintentional messages delivered by teachers. Although students entering community 

college overwhelmingly state their intentions are to transfer, many fail to do so. 

Furthermore, a large number of students who do transfer discuss their uncertainties of 

their transfer goals, either at the onset or during their tenure at the community college. If 

they do not know and are not provided with the “rules of the game” nor shown how to 

negotiate through the system and procedures, they are more at risk at becoming a non-

transfer statistic. Transfer students can help us understand how their cultural capital was 

increased by interactions with institutional agents through the meaning they ascribe to 

those interactions.   

Social capital. Social capital is related to cultural capital, but differs in that it is 

manifested within the structure of relationships (Bourdieu, 1977, 1986; Coleman, 1988; 

Portes, 1998). Relationships with multiple institutional agents can contribute to enlarging 

students’ social networks, increasing the social capital at one’s disposal. These 

relationships can be pivotal in providing resources for students with devalued cultural 

capital (Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum, 2004).  

Social networks are reinforced and maintained in relational exchanges and depend 

on their size, solidarity of membership, personal effort, and implied obligations for their 

effectiveness (Bourdieu, 1986; Perna & Titus, 2005). The larger one’s network, the more 

capital is at his disposal; the stronger and more prestigious the networks, the greater 

benefits or profits to the individual. However, because membership in social networks is 

not a “natural given,” it requires personal effort and strategies to create and reproduce 

relationships that can be drawn upon in the short or long term (Bourdieu, 1986). Hence, 
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agency on the part of the student may be required to nurture the relationships in order to 

draw upon them as needed resources. Although the current study is not engaging in a 

social network analysis, it nonetheless is relevant for thinking about the micro-level 

exchanges that occur in such social relationships and the purpose and value of cultivating 

such social ties with teachers. The function of social ties is often nuanced, and the present 

study acknowledges and explores these nuances.   

Teachers can be viewed as institutional agents and therefore can transmit directly 

or mitigate transmission of institutional resources and opportunities (Stanton-Salazar & 

Dornbusch, 2005). Teachers, as institutional agents, can become part of the social 

network that a student develops and nurtures in order to increase his or her social capital. 

However, although one may have access to social ties and networks, he or she also needs 

the cultural capital to activate the ties into socially exchangeable capital in order to 

acquire institutional resources. Hence, cultural and social capital are interlinked. Teachers 

are a key classroom resource for access to and development of cultural and social capital. 

They can serve as guides and models for how to activate social ties in order to acquire 

institutional resources. 

 

Symbolic Interactionism  

 Another lens, through which to understand the impact of community college 

teacher messages, is that of symbolic interactionism. Symbolic interactionism provides a 

framework for ascertaining meaning created within social interaction. The roots of the 

theory extend to the work of George Herbert Mead (viewed as the primary originator of 
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the theory), philosopher John Dewey, and others; but the idea was termed symbolic 

interactionism by Herbert Blumer in 1937 (Blumer, 1969). Symbolic interactionism 

views meaning as arising within the interaction between people. There are three simple 

premises to the theory:  

1.  Humans act toward things on the basis of the meaning things have for them. 

2.  The meaning these things have arises out of social interactions with others. 

3.  Meanings are modified through an interpretive process. 

Hence, when a person interacts with another individual, there is a mutually created 

meaning about the subject under discussion as well as the interaction itself. Meaning is 

further constructed through the individual’s interpretation of the interaction and action is 

taken based on these interpretations, through a process of self-interaction, or self-

reflection (Blumer 1969). Understanding the role teachers play in their students’ 

decisions to persist toward transfer, therefore, requires assessing students’ interpretation 

and understanding as well. 

 Language does more than reflect and convey the content of thought; it is the means 

by which an individual experiences shared social reality (Lindlof, 1995). Tierney (1992) 

and Attinasi (1989) have each proposed discourse analysis as a methodological approach 

to study retention. Though neither has fully developed an integrative model using 

discourse analysis for understanding departure (Johnson, 2000), it can be used to look for 

meanings students attribute to their interactions with teachers, students, and other 

institutional agents. At the foundation of discourse analysis and symbolic interactionism 

is the recognition that the individual does not simply construct reality, rather it is co-
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constructed in relation with others. It is negotiated in every interaction. Hence, as groups 

develop, they construct shared reality and negotiate rules and expectations that govern 

behaviors, including speech behaviors. Groups become “speech communities” and share 

norms and expectations. Listening to how students describe their interactions with each 

other, their teachers, and other institutional agents, reveals the norms, expectations, and 

ultimately the reality that exists for them. To understand how something occurs and what 

it means one must listen to how it is talked about (Lindlof, 1995). 

 

Social and Academic Integration 

 The third theoretical approach used to situate this study is Tinto’s concept of social 

and academic integration as they pertain to student departure and persistence (Tinto, 

1993; 1997; 2000). When a student feels integrated into her studies or institution, she 

feels she belongs there. This sense of belongingness is contributed to by the interactions 

in which the student engages. The more satisfying the interactions and experiences, the 

more the student feels integrated into the academic community. There exists a feeling of 

“fit”.  Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) would describe this experience as identifying with 

or sharing the normative attitudes and values of classmates and instructors, not unlike the 

shared reality or membership in speech communities, described earlier. The more 

satisfying the interaction is, the more sense of integration the student experiences. When 

this “fit” is lacking, the student senses incongruence between her institution or academic 

community, and how she perceives herself. Tinto refers to the “absence of sufficient 

interactions whereby integration can be achieved,” as isolation (1993, p. 50). Tinto 
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claims that both incongruence and isolation are at the roots of student departure; hence, 

increased involvement, he suggests, is linked to persistence. As discussed in the 

introduction, Tinto’s theory has been cited over 700 times (Bensimon, 2007) and has 

been said to “have reached nearly paradigmatic status among traditional departure 

literature” (Johnson, 2000), though alone it still is modestly successful in explaining 

departure. Although some scholars subscribe to the notion that the problem lies in the 

ways academic integration has been measured in studies (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Tinto, 

1997; in Braxton & Lien, 2000), even when measurement differences are controlled for 

with face validity, differing results remain (Braxton & Lien, 2000). Contributing factors 

to this disparity include diverse student populations and diverse institutions, which 

highlight some of the theory’s weaknesses. 

 Tinto’s Theory of Student Departure is founded on the idea that a subjective sense 

of belonging and membership is needed to foster social and academic integration 

necessary for student persistence. One weakness in his theory is its focus on primarily 

traditional four-year residential college students. Furthermore, he originally suggested 

social integration and academic integration are two separate spheres, the former 

developed outside the classroom and the latter inside the classroom. In subsequent 

analysis, he concluded that the spheres overlap and so he expanded the concept of student 

involvement to include the classroom (Tinto, 1997). He also recognized that though there 

is an abundance of research on the classroom: the role of pedagogy and classroom 

activities; that still much persistence literature has focused in the domain of student 

affairs, located outside the classroom. Tinto acknowledged that classrooms are pivotal in 
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the educational experience and involvement for students, particularly for commuter 

students. Often for commuter students, the classroom is the only place where 

student/faculty interaction occur and therefore, the “crossroads where the social and 

academic meet” (p. 1). 

Nonetheless, Tinto’s research focused on the classroom “community” observing 

cohorts purposefully constructed toward faculty/peer/student collaboration; not 

necessarily what one would find if surveying a number of college undergraduate courses 

(1997). Likewise, his qualitative interviewing approach and much of his results focused 

on students’ discussions centering on the community experience, which often highlighted 

the peer relationships (social integration) and the increased learning (academic 

integration), again as separate spheres, due to this created rather than naturally evolving 

community. 

 Deil-Amen (2010) explores how the model can be used for explaining persistence 

at the community college level, by reconceptualizing what social and academic 

integration means for the community college commuter student. As primarily commuters 

with external obligations, community college students don’t participate in the same 

college activities found in residential institutions described in some research as necessary 

for persistence (Astin, 1984 Tinto, 1993). And even though Tinto later included the 

overlapping of the social and academic spheres, he does not discuss these spheres as 

integrated in the classroom. However, as discussed in the literature review, Deil-Amen 

(2010) found for community college students, elements of social integration and 

academic integration were embedded, not separate, and together contributed to feelings 
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of belongingness, college identity and competence within the “regular” classroom. What 

she terms, socio-academic integrative moments in regular classrooms contributed to 

persistence similarly to what Tinto found in experiences provided by campus activities 

and in his “learning community classrooms”.  

 Napoli and Wortman (1996) performed a meta-analysis on the impact of academic 

and social integration on persistence in community colleges. They too found that both 

academic and social integration played a significant role in persistence behaviors in the 

community colleges. By extension, the decisions related to transfer plans might find their 

roots in students’ experiences of integration, or fit, with academe as encountered at the 

community college. Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon (2004) recognize some limitations 

in Tinto’s theory, and quite a bit of discrepancy in their review of recent literature, and 

offer “serious revision” that also encompasses student departure in commuter colleges 

and universities.  

Previously discussed in the framework on institutional agents was Deil-Amen’s 

finding that pointed to faculty as “critical actors” in the classroom for creating a climate 

that could increase students’ confidence and transmitting valuable information. Research 

on classroom climate and communities points to the importance of the relationships 

between faculty and students that can develop in and extend beyond the classroom, 

affecting social and academic integration for the student. Hence, teachers, as members, 

coordinators, and leaders in the classroom provide the climate that can either encourage 

or discourage integration and fit. 
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Integrating the Theories 

An alternative to choosing one of the theoretical frameworks for this study was to 

integrate all three for a more holistic approach to understanding the teacher-student 

relationship. Teachers, as the most accessible institutional agents for the community 

college student, are in the position to provide information about and guidance through 

institutional processes and procedures. They are the translators and purveyors of cultural 

capital needed to optimize important decisions contributing to persistence. Understanding 

the influence of cultural capital first, can explain why students might find themselves at a 

community college, rather than a four-year college if they have not “mastered the middle-

class rules of the game” (Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, & Person, 2006, p. 95) and why it may 

be difficult to firm up their fuzzy goals. Secondly, its application for this study was to 

help answer the second research question regarding how students describe their 

relationships with their teachers relative to their social networks, as institutional agents. 

Students’ reliance on teachers for information to help them in their transfer decisions are 

accessing them as institutional agents in order to increase their cultural capital: 

knowledge, awareness, and ability to communicate ideas relative to the expectations of 

the dominant culture of the institution. Social capital, on the other hand, recognizes the 

importance of relationships and one’s ability to activate them in order to obtain necessary 

information and connections for social mobility. Drawing on social capital theory to 

support our understandings of teachers as institutional agents illuminates the choices 

community college students might make based on the expansions or limitations of their 

social networks. Teachers’ integration into students’ social networks as well as the size 
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and extent of students’ networks can help students access institutional resources 

necessary for the transfer process.  

Symbolic interactionism examines the way in which meaning is created within 

social interactions and can be used to assess meaning attributed to the interactions of 

teacher (as institutional agent) and student. Since the interpretive element is a strong 

component of the theory, gauging the students’ understanding and interpretation of the 

relationship is paramount in capturing its influence on the student’s academic and social 

integration as well as on the decisions to transfer. 

The final theoretical component, academic and social integration, is necessary for 

understanding a student’s sense of belongingness, or fit. Without the sense of congruence 

between self and his or her educational pursuits, one would presume the student is less 

likely to persist to and through the transfer process. One’s sense of belonging is linked to 

that sense of congruence. Classrooms can provide a place for commuter students to find a 

sense of community, to co-create social and academic realities that can facilitate or hinder 

persistence and four-year degree pursuits. 

The multi-theoretical approach to this study has the potential to explain the impact 

of teacher messages, but like the story of three blind men describing an elephant from 

front, rear, and side, each theory is limited by its single focus or perception. Used 

together, the elephant might actually be revealed. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

Research estimates that students who enroll at the community college in pursuit of 

a four-year degree are 11-33% less likely to obtain one after controlling for personal and 

institutional characteristics (Alfonso, 2006; Dougherty, 1994). The questions being asked 

are not providing complete enough explanation to this dismal statistic. Perhaps different 

questions are in order. The introduction and literature review focused on the gap in the 

literature about the role of community college teachers in their students’ persistence to 

and through transferring to a four-year institution. The focus of this study is to understand 

the relevance of teacher-student interactions on the transfer decisions of students in the 

context of other influences, including students’ fluid and fuzzy goals. To that end, the 

choice of methodology needed to access, in great nuanced detail, the various functions 

and purposes of such interactions. The research method chosen for this study was mixed-

methods. Mixed-methodology can be used to “converge and confirm findings from 

different data sources” (Creswell, 2003). The data sources for this study originated within 

the single study. Qualitative measures were employed to understand the experiences and 

constructed realities of students who had transferred: first, in survey responses to capture 

general trends; then through the coding of themes within the responses generated from 

the open-ended survey questions; and finally, by listening to more developed stories via 
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recorded interviews which were then transcribed and coded to elaborate on and add 

additional themes. 

Because the nature of this study sought understanding, interpretation, and shared 

reality emerging through language, the focus was primarily qualitative. However, 

quantitative measurement including cross-tabs of some questions, correlations between 

questions regarding parental and institutional influences, and a multivariate analysis of 

variance (MANOVA) to ascertain statistical significance of teacher influence, were all 

employed. Quantitative data from the surveys informed the selection of the interviewees 

based on self-reported levels of transfer certainty and were used to compare influences 

from parents, community college counselors, advisors, and peers, explained in the 

literature; to influences of teachers, unexplained in the literature. Mixed-methods can be 

particularly challenging (Creswell, 2003). It increases the time of data collection as well 

as data analysis. Furthermore, it requires a broader understanding on the part of the 

researcher in data collection techniques, analysis techniques and interpretation. 

Nonetheless, triangulating methods contribute strength to the findings and can offer the 

more nuanced details being sought in this study. 

The following questions seek to explore students’ interpretation of the teacher-

student interaction as it influences their educational and transfer goals. Since goals are 

fluid and not static, interactions with institutional agents might influence the direction of 

those goals; decisions about their major, transfer decisions, and college choice. The 

guiding question for this study was: How do community college (C.C.) teachers influence 

their students’ decision to persist toward transfer to a four-year institution? Sub-questions 
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and an additional research question about teachers as members of students’ social 

networks were added to answer the aforementioned overarching inquiry: 

RQ1: What role do community college (C.C.) teachers play in their students’ 

decision to transfer to a four-year institution? 

 Sub-question 1: In what ways do students describe their community 

college teachers as encouraging or discouraging them to transfer? 

 Sub-question 2: In what ways does a student’s original certainty about 

transfer affect her/his descriptions of the role their teachers’ played in their 

transfer decisions? 

 Sub-question 3: How do students describe their community college 

teachers as influencing their sense of competence? 

The second major research question relates directly to how students describe their 

relationships with their teachers relative to their social networks, and seeks to understand 

the role of teachers as institutional agents with whom students can acquire social and 

cultural capital that contributes to their goals and educational pursuits. 

RQ2: How might community college teachers be considered part of students’ 

social network as institutional agents? 

 Sub-question 1: In what ways do students indicate that they relied on a 

community college teacher for information related to their decision to 

transfer? 
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 Sub-question 2: In what ways do students describe the classroom as the 

central point for their social and academic involvement and subsequent 

relationships with their teachers? 

 

Site and Sample Population 

This study was conducted at a large Research I university in the southwest. The 

university draws transfer students from community colleges throughout the nation, but 

primarily from colleges throughout the state. The local community college is a large, 

multi-campus community college and serves as a feeder college to the university. Though 

most of the population in this study was from the local community college, many 

respondents came from community colleges elsewhere in the state. The first phase of the 

research was an online survey questionnaire provided to in-state community college 

students who had transferred to the university in the fall semester, 2009. The second 

phase of the research was to interview a sampling of the survey respondents, 

approximately six months later, who reported uncertainty about their transfer goals. 

Students with lower levels of certainty about their plans to transfer to a four-year college 

are perhaps most at risk of departure (Cope & Hannah, 1975; Mallett & Cabrera, 1991; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980; Terenzini, Lorang, & Pascarella, 1981; Tinto, 1993). 

Delving into their meaning-making of the teacher-student interaction might tell us more 

about how their fuzzy goals are reinforced or nurtured over time and how teachers are 

contributing to that process. The interviews were designed to provide more in-depth 

understanding of the themes that emerged in the survey and to further validate survey 
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responses and subsequent emergent themes. The time lapse from survey completion to 

interview served to minimize sensitization, the tendency to have a first measurement 

affect a subsequent one (Frey, et. al., 1991). 

 

Data Collection 

Mixed-method survey questionnaires and interviewing methods were used to 

explore the research questions. The goal of this study was to understand the relationships 

between community college students and their teachers and the extent those relationships 

influenced the decision to continue pursuit of a baccalaureate degree by transferring to a 

four-year institution. Accordingly, Attinasi (1989, 1992) and Tierney (1992) both claim 

that research on student persistence should be qualitative. “When students decide to 

persist or to depart, they do so in within the context of a socially constructed reality” 

(Johnson, 2000).  It is our understanding of this reality that is missing from much 

research on transfer students and in the persistence literature more generally.  Choosing a 

qualitative approach that included open-ended questions in the survey and subsequent 

interviews for further elaboration is more likely to reveal these social phenomena in a 

holistic manner. Survey questionnaires provide systematic information about individuals 

who are later observed or interviewed in the field setting (Lindlof, 1995). Because the 

surveys offered ample opportunity for elaboration of responses with comment boxes, they 

provided additional rich data from which themes emerged and then were focused upon in 

the interviews. Interviewing can be considered a “conversation with a purpose” (Bingham 

& Moore, 1959). Lindlof suggests that interviewing should take on an informal feel; be 
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interactive, open-ended, and empathic, with the goal of understanding the perspective of 

the interviewee. Likewise, symbolic interactionism suggests that meanings emerge from 

interactions; hence, besides looking for elaboration of themes from the surveys, another 

purpose of the interviews was to look for indications of meanings ascribed to the teacher-

student interaction within the interaction occurring between interviewer and interviewee. 

Each transcribed interview was analyzed for these interactional meanings and was then 

compared to the emergent themes from the surveys. The survey questionnaire and 

interview protocol emerged out of a classroom pilot study discussed below.  

 

Pilot Study 

The pilot study was a qualitative exploratory study designed to preliminarily 

investigate whether or not community college teacher messages contributed to their 

students’ view of the university and the pursuit of a four-year degree. To that end, three 

community college students who had transferred to, or were in the process of transferring 

to the local university were contacted for an interview. The community college from 

which these students transferred is large multi-campus community college. It is the only 

public community college in the city, and is near the local university. Each interview 

lasted approximately 30-45 minutes, was recorded, and transcribed. The transcriptions 

were then analyzed and compared with each other for emerging themes and cross-validity 

of the questions. The interview questions, responses, and emergent themes were 

evaluated for efficacy, altered accordingly, and used in the current survey and interview 

protocols.  
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Survey Questionnaires 

Self-administered survey questionnaires were designed to provoke responses that 

would speak to the research questions and were distributed online to incoming university 

students, classified as community college transfer students (see Appendix A). Mailed or 

online questionnaires offer an element of privacy and anonymity (Frey, et al., 1991). 

However, the cost is an increase in jeopardized response rate (p. 194). Along with 

privacy and anonymity, respondents do not feel as obligated to complete mailed or online 

questionnaires as they might if they were research-administered.  

The university, serving as the site for this research, provided email addresses of 

1057 incoming transfer students. Students had to have at least 24 transfer units to be 

included in the institutional database as a transfer student. The query was set for students 

who fit that parameter and was further defined to include only students transferring from 

a community college. All 1057 transfer students were invited by email to take the survey, 

using Survey Monkey as the data collection platform. Follow-up email reminders were 

sent two, four, and six weeks out from the original invitation. 476 invitees accepted the 

invitation, before the survey period was cut off. 429 respondents completed the survey. 

This represents the total sample size for this study, and a total response rate of 41%. 

Respondent email addresses were kept for follow-up questions or interview invitations. 

They were also placed in a drawing for an iPod Touch. 

The survey was designed as both a directive and nondirective instrument. 

Directive questionnaires limit responses with closed questions. However, closed 

questions can provide clearer data for quantitative analysis. Nondirective questionnaires 
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contain open-ended questions that provide broad latitude for responses by the 

respondents, allowing them to explain, elaborate, and write about feelings and 

experiences (Frey, et al., 1991). 

The survey questions were designed first, to reflect findings from the pilot study. 

Pilot studies can provide an exploratory method to generate future research and 

hypotheses (Light, Singer, & Willet, 1990). Questions from the pilot study interviews 

were adapted for the survey questionnaire in this study. Questions were further adapted to 

address more specifically the research questions and then were reviewed by members in a 

course on research design. After the survey was created in the online format, it was sent 

to 7 reviewers to take the survey and report back on its clarity, time it took to complete, 

and its aesthetics. This procedure included the invitation letter sent to prospective 

participants and hence, adjustments were made to the invitation letter as well as to the 

survey to accommodate the feedback. 

The survey elicited demographic and baseline information in order to compare the 

participant pool with existing demographic data regarding transfer students in the current 

literature and also to look for trends dependent on personal characteristics. One question 

asked about college experiences of family members. This question helped to locate first 

generation students for comparative purposes. Background questions also included age 

(current and when started at the community college), ethnicity, gender, zip code, and 

current major at the university. Some of these questions provided comment boxes to fill 

in, rather than responses to choose from. 
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The survey contained questions relating to the literature on persistence (parental 

influences, counselor influences, peer influences; and to the research questions 

(encouragement, social and academic relationships) to elucidate the actual reported 

experiences of the students. Questions were focused around college plans while in high 

school; college transfer plans while enrolled in the community college, including extent 

of transfer certainty; institutional and non-institutional influences on college plans; and 

some specifically focused on the direct relationships with community college teachers. 

Some questions were designed using a Likert scale, utilizing a 5-point scale ranging from 

“strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.” A traditional Likert scale is an interval 

measurement scale that “identifies the extent of a person’s feelings or attitudes toward 

another person, event or phenomena” (Frey, et al., 1991). An example question from the 

survey using the Likert scale is: “When I first enrolled in my community college, I was 

not sure if I wanted to transfer to a four-year university.” This questioned measured the 

extent of certainty. The respondent then had five choices from which to choose his or her 

response: “Strongly Agree”, “Agree”, “Neither Agree nor Disagree”, “Disagree”, and 

“Strongly Disagree”. This question included a comment box for elaboration with a 

qualitative response to a probe. In the above example testing for transfer certainty, the 

probe was: “What were your thoughts about transferring?” Qualitative responses were 

used in generating themes for qualitative analysis.  

A “Likert-type” scale is one that has been adapted somewhat, using different 

categories, such as approve/disapprove, or always/never or changes the 5-point scale to a 

4-point, 7-point, etc. A Likert-type scale was used for the two questions regarding 
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institutional and non-institutional influences. The choices were on a 4-point scale and 

included, “A lot of influence”, “Some influence”,  “Little Influence”, and “No Influence.” 

Each question listed people for which to choose the extent of influence the respondent 

felt these people had on his or her decision to transfer to the university. Here again, 

comment boxes were provided that probed how they were influenced, by asking, “how 

did they contribute to your decision.” Results from some of the Likert and Likert-type 

questions informed the selection of the subsequent interviewees and informed the 

direction in which the interview questions were focused and clarified. 

 

Interviews 

Symbolic interactionism suggests that meanings emerge from interactions and 

discourse analysis is one method that works to understand how interactions are 

experienced and reported (Attinasi, 1989; Blumer, 1969; Tinto, 2000). Interviews provide 

a forum to draw on the interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee in an 

effort to learn more about the actual experience of the respondent in the way he or she 

talks about it. The interviewer can encourage fuller and more honest responses by 

developing a rapport with the respondent. Interviews can usually provide deeper 

understanding of information and allow the researcher to probe for explanation or clarity. 

Whereas survey questions are open for interpretation by the respondent, interviewers can 

clarify questions for the interviewee (Frey, et al.). A well-designed interview is a 

conversation with a purpose (Bingham & Moore, 1959). As previously discussed, the 

questions were first formulated for the pilot study and then adjusted for clarity and focus 
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on the research questions. A team of peer reviewers in a research methods course 

reviewed the questions making comments that contributed to an update of the original 

interview protocol as well as coordinating the questions with the survey.   

Interviews of ten students who had successfully transferred were conducted using 

the interview protocol (Appendix B) to answer the research questions and provide depth 

to the themes that emerged in the survey. Interviewees were selected first, based on the 

degree of certainty about transfer they reported in the survey; and second, based on their 

response to the open-ended question about teacher influence from the surveys. Not all 

students who had indicated uncertainty answered the open-ended question. Students had 

to have responded to the open-ended question as well as to the Likert-scale. Finally, 

students who indicated “Some Influence” or “A Lot” of influence from their teachers 

were additionally selected as potential interviewees. 

Extent of “certainty” was determined by the response to the question, “When I 

first enrolled in my community college, I was not sure if I wanted to transfer to a four-

year university.” Students who reported they agreed or strongly agreed to that statement 

were placed in a pool as potential interviewees. A second analysis of extent of certainty 

was determined by the response to the question, “Although I knew I wanted to transfer to 

a 4-year university, there were times when I was not certain I would actually do so.” 

Again, students who reported they agreed or strongly agreed to that statement were 

included in the selection pool as potential interviewees. A sizeable portion of the research 

sample – students who eventually transferred – reported some level of uncertainty about 

their transfer plans.  Prior theories surmise that community college students might 



 71 

possess weaker commitment to their goals (Manski, 1989) or suffer from influences that 

depress their initial aspirations (Clark, 1960). Furthermore, research on persistence has 

clearly shown that students with lower levels of certainty about their plans to transfer to a 

four-year college are more at risk of departure. According to Mallette and Cabrera (1991) 

the greater a student’s commitment is to their goals, the greater the likelihood for 

persistence (in Tinto, 1993). Research indicates a strong link between a student’s 

personal commitment to academic or occupational goals and persistence (Cope & 

Hannah, 1975; Mallett & Cabrera, 1991; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980; Terenzini, 

Lorang, & Pascarella, 1981; Tinto, 1993).  Nonetheless, basic research models that 

address persistence and transfer for baccalaureate attainment do not adequately capture 

and fail to provide a nuanced understanding of the nature of this uncertainty in goal 

commitment, nor recognize the role faculty might play in mitigating uncertainty or 

threats to student commitment (see Deil-Amen, 2010, as an example of a study that 

qualitatively addresses this topic).  

Interviews were primarily non-directive and took place face-to-face or by phone. 

Six interviews were conducted face-to-face in an office at the university to which the 

students had transferred. Choosing the space for the interview was intentional to provide 

convenience and familiarity for the students. Interview times were set around their 

scheduling needs. Four interviews were conducted by phone. All phone interviews were 

at the request of the interviewees. Two were attending the university at a campus in 

another city, making it difficult to meet face-to-face. The third interviewee worked full-

time and attended classes in the evening. She requested the phone interview for 
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scheduling convenience. The fourth interviewee missed her scheduled office appointment 

and requested her interview to still take place by phone. 

Although phone interviews do not provide the nonverbal information that face-to-

face interviews do (e.g., facial expressions or physical displays of confusion, uncertainty 

about their responses or even afoul responses), they provide more privacy and anonymity 

that can lead to more honest responses (Frey, et al., 1991). Face-to-face interviews can be 

intimidating as can the presence of a recording device and can affect the validity of the 

responses. Hence it takes a skilled interviewer to create positive climate and engage in a 

“conversation with a purpose.” Lofland (1991) suggests: 

Successful interviewing is not unlike carrying on an unthreatening self-

controlled, supportive, polite and cordial interaction in everyday life. If 

one can do that, one already has the main interpersonal skills necessary to 

interviewing. (p. 90). 

Additionally, non-directive interviews demand flexibility and sensitivity on the 

part of the interviewer to lessen the potential intimidating experience of the interview. A 

skilled interviewer can create a positive interviewing climate by “phrasing questions 

appropriately for the specific individual being interviewed” (Frey, et al., 1991, p. 197). 

Each non-directive interview, phone and face-to-face, lasted approximately 30-45 

minutes, was recorded, later transcribed, and then analyzed for descriptions of the 

relationships that influenced the students’ transfer decisions. These descriptions were 

used to provide depth and complexity to the themes that they had alluded to in their 

surveys, but also to serve as a cross-reference with the surveys for validation purposes.  
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Data Analysis 

 The object of the analysis was to determine whether or not teachers emerged as 

having influence in students’ decision to persist toward transfer to a four-year institution 

(and if teachers were a part of students’ social networks); furthermore to discover in what 

ways did that influence occur (e.g., what themes emerged from students’ description of 

the interactions and did they represent social or academic integration); and finally, to 

ascertain any differences between students who were always certain they would transfer 

and students who were uncertain about transferring (reflecting cultural and social capital 

gains). The matrix on the following page portrays the research questions, collection 

methods and the analytical procedures (Table 1). 
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Table 1: Research Matrix 
Research Questions Data Collection 

Methods  
Data Analysis & 
Reporting Procedures 

RQ1: What role do community 
college (C.C.) teachers play in 
their students’ decision to 
transfer to a four-year 
institution? 
 In what ways do students 

describe their community 
college teachers as 
encouraging or discouraging 
them to transfer? 

 In what ways does a 
student’s certainty about 
transfer affect his/her 
descriptions of the role their 
teachers’ played in their 
transfer decisions? 

 How do students describe 
their community college 
teachers as influencing their 
sense of competence? 

RQ2: How might community 
college teachers be considered 
part of students’ social network 
as institutional agents? 
 In what ways do students 

indicate that they relied on a 
community college teacher 
for information related to 
their decision to transfer? 

 In what ways do students 
report that the classroom is 
the central point for their 
social and academic 
involvement? 

 

Sample: (Pilot Study) 
3 community college 
students 
 
Sample: (Current Study) 
476 CC students who had 
transferred to a four-year 
university 
 
 
Subset for interview: 
10 participants from the 
survey pool 
 
Triangulated Qualitative 
Survey and Interviews 
with Quantitative 
measures for statistical 
significance 
 
Primary data set:  
Online Surveys 
 
 Quantitative measures 
 Qualitative measures 
 
Secondary data set: 
Interviews with CC 
students 
 
 Digital voice 

recording 
 Transcribing 

interviews 
 

 
Analysis of survey 
qualitative responses 
 
Analysis of interviews 
 Digital voice recordings  
 Verbatim transcriptions 
 
 
 
Coding 
Inductive strategies 
Deductive strategies 

 
Thematic organization: 
 Using social capital: 

social networks and 
institutional agents 

    
 Using cultural capital: 

teacher expectations, 
information provision 

    
 Using symbolic 

interactionism: 
construction of meaning 

 
 Using academic & social 

integration: 
belongingness; fit 

 

 

Survey Questionnaires 

A descriptive data analysis was performed on the survey to summarize and graph 

responses to each question. Hays (1973) describes descriptive statistics as techniques that 

effectively organize and communicate data. The results of descriptives allow for simple 
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generalizations about the data (Frey, et al., 1991). In the case of this survey, not all 

respondents answered every question, however cross-tabs were also conducted to look at 

the relationships between questions by respondents who answered multiple questions and 

to look for differences amongst students with differing amounts of certainty about 

transferring.   

Questions of particular importance to the analysis included: 

1. “When I first enrolled at my community college, I was not sure if I wanted 

to transfer to a four-year university.” This question describes amount of 

certainty regarding transfer at first enrollment to the community college. 

Since respondents to the survey were all transfer students, the number of 

students reporting uncertainty would be expected to be small. Nonetheless, 

15.10% reported “agree” or “strongly agree” to the statement. 

2. “Although I knew I wanted to transfer to a four-year university, there were 

times when I was not sure I would do so.”  This question describes 

certainty as it changes throughout the student’s community college tenure. 

31% of students reported wavering certainty at some point, even though 

their commitment or intention was to transfer. 

3. “For the following people at your community college, how much 

influence did they have on your decision to transfer.” This question 

measures teacher influence compared to counselor, advisor, and classmate. 

A multivariate analysis of variance was conducted on this question and is 

described in detail later in this analysis. 
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4. “To what extent did your community college teacher try to encourage you 

or discourage you in your decision to transfer.” This question describes the 

positive/negative extent of teacher influence. Almost 55% of the 

respondents reported that their teachers encouraged or strongly 

encouraged them to transfer. 2.8% reported their teachers actually 

discouraged or strongly discouraged them from transferring. 

5. “At least one of my community college teachers helped me with my 

decision to transfer to the four-year university.” This statement seeks to 

describe teacher influence in terms of social/cultural capital exchanged 

with teacher as an institutional agent. 26.5% students “agreed” or 

“strongly agreed” to this statement, and 40% reportedly “disagreed” or 

“strongly disagreed”. 

6. “I considered at least one of my community college teachers as my friend 

when enrolled at my community college.” This statement highlights social 

capital, social network, and social integration. To this statement, 47% 

“agreed” or “strongly agreed” whereas 28% “disagreed” or “strongly 

disagreed”. 

A multivariate analysis (MANOVA) was run in order to examine students’ 

relative estimations of the influence of different sources (counselors, advisors, teachers, 

and classmates) with the goal of understanding whether their estimates of  teacher 

influence differed from their estimates of other forms of influence. In other words, the 

MANOVA was used to determine how much students turned to the four different sources 
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for information and guidance. Each of the four different outcomes of this influence was 

compared against each other. First, the assumption, based on the literature, was that 

counselor, advisor, and classmate influences would all show significance (Bank, 1990; 

Clark, 1960; Grubb, 1996; Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, & Person, 2006). Second, the 

hypothesis, based on the pilot study and indicators in some research (Tinto, 2003) was 

that teachers’ influence would also be significant. 

The data consisted of multiple estimates of influence from each respondent, 

therefore it was appropriate to assess differences between those estimates using 

either MANOVA or repeated measures (RM) ANOVA; both MANOVA and RM 

ANOVA resulted in identical effects in the current design so the MANOVA is reported 

here (see Tables 2a & 2b).  

 

Table 2a: Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) for Teacher Influence Question 
Descriptive Statistics – Means and Standard Deviations for each target group; N=432 

 Mean Std. Deviation 

Counselors 

Advisors 

Teachers 

Classmates 

3.05 

2.91 

2.52 

2.82 

1.080 

1.132 

1.224 

1.110 

1= A lot; 2= Some; 3= Little; 4 = No Influence 

 

Table 2b: Multivariate test**: 
Effect 

Factor1 

Value F Hypothesis 

df 

Error df Sig. Partial Eta 

Squared 

Wilk’s Lambda .796 36.725* 3.000 429.000 .000 .204 

* Exact statistic 

** Design: Intercept Within Subjects Design factor1 
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Wilks’ Lamda revealed a significant difference at the p < .001 significance level. 

Although the partial eta squared of .204 is small, it is considered acceptable in social 

science research (Cohen, 1988). The mean of teacher influence (2.52; sd=1.224) was 

slightly greater than the mean of classmate (2.82; sd=1.110), advisor (2.91; sd=1.132) 

and counselor influence (3.05; sd=1.180); where 1= a lot of influence; 2 = some 

influence, 3 = little influence, and 4 = no influence. Paired t-test results revealed slightly 

greater influence from teachers than counselors (t(431)=10.177, p<.001), as well as 

greater influence than advisors (t(431)=7.801, p<.001), and likewise greater influence 

than classmates (t(431)=5.814, p<.001). These results point to the significance of teacher 

influence in comparison to the already heavily researched areas of advisor, counselor, and 

peer influences. 

A Pearson Correlation of these categories was also run with the question on 

parental influence, which has been heavily correlated to persistence in the literature 

(Hossler, Braxton & Coopersmith, 1989; Jun & Colyer, 2002; McDonough, 2005; 

Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004; Tierney, 2002, 1992) and again, there 

was a small but significant variation in the categories, p < .001 (see table 3). Students 

who said their parents had some influence on them also stated that institutional agents, 

including counselors, advisors, and teachers, as well as their classmates had some 

influence on their decisions. The correlation coefficient (r) is .260 between parent and 

teacher, and would be considered a medium effect in social-behavioral science research, 

accounting for 6.8% of the total variance (Cohen, 1988, in Field, 2005, p. 32-33). Hence, 

because higher education research has granted an enormous amount of literature to 
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parental influence, which guides policy-making, agenda-setting, and program 

development; even a small correlation between parental influence and teacher influence 

deserves attention. 

Furthermore, higher education research has focused on counselor and advisor 

influences (Clark, 1960; Grubb, 1996; Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, & Person, 2006). The 

correlation coefficient between teacher and counselor was .561 and between teacher and 

advisor, .616, again with p < .001. Cohen (1988) indicates that a 0.5 correlation 

coefficient would indicate a medium effect size. Since the correlations are not large, each 

of the sources of advice or influence may account for some independent variance.  

 

Table 3 Correlations:       N-432 
 Counselor Advisor Teacher Classmate Parent 
Counselor   Pearson Correlation 
                    Sig. (2-tailed) 

1.000 
 

.850** 
.000 

.561** 
.000 

.382** 
.000 

.241** 
.000 

Advisor       Pearson Correlation 
                    Sig. (2-tailed) 

 1.000 
 

.616** 
.000 

.411** 
.000 

.254** 
.000 

Teacher       Pearson Correlation 
                    Sig. (2-tailed) 

  1.000 
 

.579** 
.000 

.260** 
.000 

Classmate   Pearson Correlation 
                    Sig. (2-tailed) 

   1.000 
 

.303** 
.000 

Parent         Pearson Correlation 
                   Sig. (2-tailed) 

    1.000 

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2 tailed) 

In summary, the statistics from the survey reveal that teacher influences are 

statistically significant and positively correlated with parental influences, peer, counselor, 

and advisor influences. The effect sizes in the MANOVA as well as the correlations are 

within an acceptable range to indicate that beyond significance, these differences are also 

important. The surveys also provided rich data in the qualitative responses that were 

analyzed for emerging themes. 
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Major themes that emerged from open-ended responses to the question about the 

amount and type of teacher influence included: support, inspiration, modeling, 

confidence building, and guidance. Major themes from the question on whether teachers 

were encouraging or discouraging included some cross over with the previous question: 

support, guidance, inspiration, but added motivation and expectation. These themes 

emerged again in the interviews and provided deeper understanding of their meaning to 

the students. 

 

Interviews 

The student interviews were transcribed verbatim. The transcriptions were 

reviewed with the recordings for accuracy, compared to written notes taken during the 

interview for researcher observations, and then analyzed for themes. Deductive and 

inductive processes were utilized for coding the interviews. Deductive analysis helped to 

anticipate themes from the literature: social and academic integration, cultural and social 

capital, and social networks; and themes reported in the surveys: encouragement, support, 

guidance, and inspiration. Questions were designed to this end, with the intention of 

providing what Geertz (1973) terms as rich, thick description, paramount to qualitative 

research. The deductive process was to develop a deeper understanding than the survey’s 

qualitative responses provided.  

The second purpose was to perform more of an inductive analysis, discovering 

new and emergent themes from the interviews. This was accomplished first, during the 

review process while comparing the transcripts to the recordings. Notes were taken, 
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highlighting the expected as well as the non-expected responses, to capture emerging 

themes. The themes from each interview were coded and organized and then compared 

between the interviews for agreement and similarity. 

Emergent Themes. The first question to begin the interview was to situate the 

interviewee by asking their opinion on the purpose of the community college. Everyone 

indicated affordability. However, flexibility, confidence building, and academic 

preparation were also indicated as purposes of the community college. Affordability and 

confidence building emerged throughout the interviews in response to a variety of 

questions. The first question was followed by questions about the reasons that they, in 

particular enrolled in the community college. Although the reasons differed in their 

specifics: “not sure what else to do,” “my choice now,” “I took a class and wanted more 

challenge”; they all entered without specific plans of transfer, some without specific 

plans or direction for subsequent semesters. This theme of uncertainty was expected 

based on the survey data from which these interviewees were chosen. The question on 

college plans in high school revealed there weren’t many, even when family and cultural 

expectations of higher education were present. Although the survey indicates the majority 

of survey respondents did have plans in high school to attend college (see Table 4), it is 

consistent that those who were interviewed indicated uncertainty about transfer when 

they enrolled (Table 5) and also expressed in their interview that they did not having 

plans in high school about college as well.  
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Table 4: College Plans in High School 

 

 

Likewise, lacking specific plans when first enrolling in the community college, 

may have contributed to the type of wavering some of the interviewees experienced when 

close to transfer. Similar themes of fear emerged in responses to both questions: financial 

fears, self-confidence fears, and fears that they “couldn’t do it”. Even when interviewees 

first said they had no wavering and were always certain, they elaborated by talking about 

fears around their ability to pay, the large size of the institution, and their own academic 

abilities believing the university to be harder than the community college. 
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Table 5: Transfer Uncertainty 

 

 

Some of the concerns about the academic difficulty they might encounter at the 

university were informed by their community college teachers and fit within the theme of 

warning. Although this theme might be construed as “cooling out” the students (Clark, 

1960), in fact many respondents interpreted it as guidance. Guidance also emerged as a 

separate theme when students started talking about the influences their teachers had on 

their pursuit of a degree. Along with guidance, themes that emerged around teachers 

included: support, pushing, mentoring, modeling, encouraging, inspiring, and motivating. 

Some of these themes were combined and renamed to create five majors themes coded: 

support, inspiration, motivation, guidance, and modeling. One of the notable comments 

by almost all of the interviews was teachers’ encouragement about going further than the 

bachelor’s degree. This commentary relates to the theme mentioned earlier of confidence 

4.20% 10.90% 3.90% 
18.80% 

62.30% 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 

Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree 

  When I first enrolled at my community college, I was not sure if I 
wanted to transfer to a four year university... n=432 
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building. Interviewees consistently reported the boost to their self-confidence about their 

abilities and their potentialities in academe.  

The surveys and interviews provided triangulation of methods to get at the 

meanings students attributed to their assessment of teacher influence. The surveys alone 

provided general trends and statistical significance to teachers’ influence. They also 

provided rich detail that helped to explain the meaning of the responses. The interviews 

were able to provide a more nuanced understanding of the themes. The themes will be 

further explored in chapter 4: Discussion of Findings. 

 

Positionality 

 Qualitative research requires particular attention to the experiences and biases of 

the researcher. The perspective the researcher brings to the study frames its design and 

ultimately the interpretive process. I came to this research with a bias toward the 

importance of teachers beyond possessing and disseminating academic material and 

knowledge in the classroom. This perspective has developed through my years of 

teaching, my years of advising university students, and my own experience as a student 

who took the path of community college transfer to a university. This bias informed the 

direction this study took and as the researcher, I have had to take particular care in the 

design of the questions and interpretation of the responses to reduce researcher error. 

 I have been an active instructor in the university and community college sectors 

for fifteen years. The courses I have taught have been in the Communication discipline 

and tend to be skills related. Hence, my class discussions often address the applicability 
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of the coursework beyond the classroom. I find that students appreciate the link between 

classroom and work or life applicability. Additionally, I have a natural tendency to create 

a classroom climate that invites participation on the social and academic level. Gibb 

(1974) describes climate as the degree to which group members feel comfortable 

interacting, and informs not only my classroom, but ultimately my interviewing process 

as well. 

I also held a position as an academic advisor at a university for eight years. As an 

advisor, I was exposed to the difficulties students face in the transfer process and 

questions about their ultimate aspirations. I listened to stories that often went beyond the 

transfer process to the fears of pursuing a higher education, the lack of support from 

family members, and the difficulties experienced by working, raising a child while trying 

to find classes at a convenient time. The conversations in the advising office often 

informed how I might address the climate and extend material in my own classroom. My 

dual role of teaching and advising students found me teaching in the advising office and 

advising in the classroom. 

Finally an important influence on my choosing to study the phenomena of teacher 

influences is my own experience as a student. I have had many teachers, beginning as 

early as elementary school, that were influential in the decisions I made and the paths I 

took in my own educational pursuits. Continuing past high school to college had never 

been a question for me. My father held a PhD in Mathematics, my grandmother held a 

PhD in Clinical Psychology, one uncle was an engineer and the other was a lawyer. My 

mother, on the other hand, came from a family with no higher education yet she returned 
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to school after my parents divorced, by attending the local community college to receive 

her AS in pulmonary respiratory therapy. Hence, I was familiar with two higher 

education sectors. What I lacked was direction and guidance from my family. I knew I 

would go to college, but was not sure what I wanted from it and had to pay for it myself; 

so I, too, began my college career at the community college and transferred to the 

university. 

Though I did not enter the community college with uncertainty, I did step out 

twice and did not work toward an associate’s degree before transferring. Hence, I share 

the experience that the community college provides for many students: easy access, 

affordability, and flexibility. Likewise, the teachers I came into contact with at the 

community college, like the many before, inspired me to see my “fit” or belonging in 

higher education and those relationships fueled my interest in my own educational 

pursuits. 

My experiences as a student, coupled with my experiences as a teacher and as an 

advisor who has listened to the many stories of her advisees, have highlighted for me the 

importance of the student-teacher relationship in contributing to a student’s sense of 

belongingness and fit in academe, and ultimately toward their potential success. 

 

Validity  

 Internal and external validity are two means to determine accuracy in what this 

study purports to explain. Internal validity refers to the accuracy of the conclusions and 

external validity refers to the generalizability of the conclusions (Frey, et al., 1991; Light, 
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Singer, & Willet, 1990). Internal validity was sought by employing similar questions and 

analytical procedures in the pilot study, the survey, and the interviews for this research. 

Similar conclusions were found across all three measurements contributing to internal 

validity. This study sought external validity by way of its sample size, procedures, and 

replicability.  

Sampling. A large pool of potential participants was provided by the large 

Research I university for this study. The list contained email addresses of all community 

college students in the state who had been accepted as transfer students to the institution. 

The only parameters of the sample were that they were an in-state community college 

student and that they had been accepted for transfer to the institution. This was the target 

population. Students who applied for transfer to another institution, students who applied 

to this institution and were not accepted, and students who never applied for transfer were 

beyond the scope of this study and therefore, excluded. The original sample population 

for this study was 1057 students. Rather than random sampling this population, all 

students were invited to take part in the study. 476 students self-selected to begin the 

survey and 429 completed it. This constituted a 41% total response rate. The participants 

represented a number of different community colleges, though most transferred from the 

multi-campus community college near the university.   

The ten interviewees were specifically selected however, to provide more depth of 

information regarding the emergent themes from the surveys and were chosen based on 

their response to the question regarding their extent of certainty to understand more fully 

how certainty was tied to teacher influence. This provides a degree of additional 
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reliability as well. The survey and the interview are addressing the same questions using 

two distinctly different approaches (Maxwell, 2005). 

Ecological Validity. Ecological validity is derived from procedures that draw 

from real life experiences (Frey, et al., 1991). The survey and interview protocols were 

designed to reflect real life experiences of the students. Parental education background, 

high school influences, college plans, teacher relationships, and institutional and non-

institutional influences are discussed throughout higher education literature; some 

measured, some proposed. They are also experiences that most anyone who has gone to 

school can relate to, even if the individual experiences differ. Therefore they are concepts 

that fit in the nature of students and education. 

Replicability. Finally, this study has been designed with replicable survey and 

interviewing instruments and procedures. Both instruments can be used with any other 

sampling of transfer students to compare findings. The sample of interviewees, however, 

was specifically selected based on their level of reported level of transfer certainty. To 

fully replicate this study, the researcher would need to similarly select the interviewees 

accordingly. Although the interview instrument was designed to guide the interview with 

specific questions, the structure of the interview remained fundamentally open-ended, 

allowing for unique responses from each interviewee. 

 

Trustworthiness 

 The decision to incorporate comment boxes in the surveys and interviews for this 

study emerged out of what Light, Singer, and Willet (1990) would describe as sound and 
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appropriate measures for this study’s purpose. Studying interpretation, meaning, and 

messages emerging through social interaction requires intense observation and analysis of 

the social act (Blumer, 1969). Hence, qualitative methodology was a good fit. 

Measurement validity increases when the data is rich, containing depth of information 

(Frey, et al., 1991). The interview protocol was designed to encourage rich expressions of 

the interpretation and meaning of messages and experiences. Open-ended questions were 

designed to elicit a free-flowing conversation in which explicit stories could emerge. 

Likewise, the surveys included comment boxes to elicit deeper information, increasing 

the measurement validity in the surveys as well. Measurement reliability, on the other 

hand, increases when procedures are formal and consistent. The quantitative measures in 

the survey increase measurement reliability. Likewise, although the interviews were 

flexible, the questions are clearly written and were addressed as intended, though the 

answers might have led to further questions not on the interview instrument. The highest 

level of measurement validity and reliability was sought by triangulating the methods of 

survey and interviews, drawing from quantitative and qualitative analyses. Validity was 

measured in three distinct ways: content validity, criterion validity, and procedure 

validity, 

Content validity. Content validity indicates that the measurement reflects the 

attributes of the concept being studied (Frey, et al, 1991). One technique to establish 

content validity is to insure the instrument reflects the conceptually defined construct. 

This is referred to as face validity, or prima facie. On the “face of it” the measurement 

appears accurate. This was addressed by employing a panel of higher education 
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researchers and a lead faculty member to provide feedback on the questions for reflecting 

the concepts of measurement: cultural and social capital, social and academic integration, 

and influence. Furthermore, the survey was distributed to 7 reviewers to take the survey 

and report back on question design, clarity, and aesthetics of the instrument. 

Criterion validity. Criterion validity describes how well the measures address the 

criterion being studied (Light, Singer, & Willet, 1990). Since both the survey and 

interview protocol were new instruments used to measure the concepts in this study, 

using the pilot study afforded criterion validity. The pilot study interview questions 

measured the experiences of transfer students and the reported specific messages teachers 

used about the university. Based on the analysis of the pilot study, questions were revised 

and updated to probe for the emergent themes, “warnings” and encouragements” for the 

survey and new interview protocol. These questions remained consistent with the 

interview questions from the pilot study for criterion validity 

Construct validity. Construct validity is inferred from theory itself. Techniques 

that seek to measure concepts from a theoretical framework contribute to construct 

validity (Frey, et al., 1991). The theoretical framework that situated this study included 

social and academic integration, cultural and social capital, and symbolic interaction that 

contributes to forming interpretation and understanding of one’s academic reality.  

Construct validity of a measurement instrument develops over time and results from 

accumulated findings by different researchers. The various measurements of the 

aforementioned theories, working from different perspectives reveal similar findings 
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within the concepts, contributing to the construct validity in the interview and survey 

protocol.  

 

Human Subjects Approval 

 The Human Subjects Protection Program at The University of Arizona initially 

approved this study on Aug. 7, 2009 with amended approvals at various points during the 

study. Amendments included rewording email invitations, redesigning the survey format 

in accordance with the Survey Monkey parameters, making adjustments to the interview 

protocol, and including telephone interviews at the request of the participants.  

  

Limitations 

 Because all participants were transfer students, comparisons cannot be made or 

assumed regarding the differences between students who transferred and those who 

didn’t and the ways in which they experienced their interactions with community college 

faculty. Also, conclusions are not meant to be generalizable to all community college 

students nor all community colleges. However, the sampling size and response rate for 

the surveys leads to the ability to generalize somewhat to all students who transferred 

from a community college to the one university from which respondents were drawn. 

Furthermore, though the response rate was 41% and could reflect nonresponse bias 

(Light, Singer, & Willett, 1990), responses from the first responders were compared with 

later responses as they came in, and then to those from the last responders and no 

noticeable differences were observed. This approach is called a wave analysis or 
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respondent/nonrespondent analysis (Creswell, 2003). The assumption of this analysis is 

that the responders who turn in responses after multiple contacts and at the very end of 

the study are closest to nonresponders. Hence, if there are no measurable differences in 

the responses between the early responders and the later responders, one can safely 

assume that the responses from nonrespondents would not have substantially changed the 

results of the survey. 

The goal of this study was to extract the stories that emerge in describing the 

relationship between student and faculty. Rich and thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973) are 

meant to inform our understanding of the participants’ views and the meanings created 

from their perspectives (Hathaway, 1995). Researcher bias can play a part as a limitation 

to this study. I have worked closely with students who have transferred from the 

community college to the university and I am primed with their stories. As an instructor, I 

may have been prone to interpreting student’s descriptions and explanations from the 

instructor’s perspective. Applying symbolic interactionism as a theory of analysis to the 

messages and relationships being described, one must also recognize that messages are 

being constructed between the interviewee and the researcher in the social interaction of 

the interview. Attempt was made throughout the interviews to respond to interviewees as 

objectively as possible. Likewise, during the analysis, additional precautions were taken 

to recognize those qualitative research flaws.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FINDINGS 

 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the role of community college teachers in 

the shaping of students’ goals and their decisions to persist toward transfer to a four-year 

institution. As models of success in the continuation of their education, transfer students 

have stories to tell that highlight who they are and what contributed to their educational 

decisions and persistence. By employing a mixed-methodology, which was primarily 

qualitative, including open-ended survey questions, and interviews constructed for 

flexibility, this study sought to identify and describe transfer students’ day-to-day 

experiences with their community college teachers. The goal of qualitative research is to 

delve into a more nuanced understanding of interactional exchanges. Symbolic 

interactionism provided the framework within which to discern meaning that students 

attributed to their interactions with their teachers. 

 This chapter begins with a brief summary of the guiding theoretical perspectives 

that frame the understanding of the findings. The summary is followed by a synopsis of 

the pilot study from which this research emerged, an explanation of the quantitative 

survey results, and an in-depth discussion of the emergent themes from the survey and 

interviews regarding the teacher-student relationship, including teacher agency, and the 

influences those relationships had on students’ “fuzzy goals” and persistence toward a 

four-year degree. The term, fuzzy goals, is being used in this study to capture the 
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uncertainties of students’ transfer plans, even of students who successfully transfer. Goals 

are often seen as static, decided upon, then followed through upon or dismissed entirely. 

However, the notion of uncertainty comes into play even for students whose goals appear 

substantially intact. Questions about finances, major, time commitments, and fear emerge 

in the decision-making of whether or not and when to transfer. 

 

Summary of Theoretical Perspectives 

 Meaning arises within the social interaction between people; it is subsequently 

interpreted and modified; and then action occurs based on the meaning the individual has 

attributed to the interaction (Blumer, 1969; Mead, 1934). However the interaction is not 

the only thing to consider, but the subject under discussion as well. This might include 

discussions on class material, or discussions about the major. It could also include 

discussions around transfer procedures, future pursuits, or even on topics unrelated to 

school. Symbolic interactionism helps to understand how interactions between teacher 

and student create meaning for the students which ultimately contributes to their actions: 

choice of educational pathways including major, choice of university, choice of program; 

and of course choosing to transfer. As students share their stories in the open response 

survey questions and in the interviews, the meaning that they attribute to their 

experiences with their teachers begins to unfold. 

 Teacher-student relationships can be understood from the perspective of Stanton-

Salazar’s (1997) institutional agents, whereby teachers participate in negotiating social 

and cultural capital. Social capital is manifested within the structure of relationships 



 95 

(Bourdieu, 1977, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Portes, 1998). It represents the connections and 

social benefits that can be exchanged for resources but also represents the trust and norms 

that are expected within and between networks (Monkman, et al, 2005). As members of 

students’ social networks, teachers have the capacity to transmit directly or to mediate the 

transmission of institutional resources and opportunities (Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 

1995). They may participate in shared institutional perceptions of what constitutes 

knowledge, competence, and the credentials accepted and offered by the institution, 

referred to as cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977) and are in the position of passing those 

perceptions and expectations along to their students. According to Rosenbaum, Deil-

Amen, and Person (2006), in order for students to be successful in school, they need to be 

familiar with the dominant culture. The rules of the game are created by the dominant 

culture and community college teachers know these rules. Co-creating perceptions of 

institutional expectations and the rules of the game can facilitate students understanding 

of the academic culture and contribute to their decisions as they negotiate their way 

through it. Furthermore, where this engagement occurs and the extent of teacher agency 

adds context to students’ meaning-making process. 

 Social and academic integration (Tinto, 1975) refers to the feeling of “fit” for the 

student. This sense of belongingness is contributed to by the interactions in which the 

student engages. When the interactions and experiences are satisfying, the student feels 

integrated into the academic community. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) would describe 

this experience as identifying with or sharing the normative attitudes and values of 

classmates and instructors. Congruency between oneself and the social or academic 
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aspects of the institution leads to the social and academic integration necessary for 

persistence to and through the transfer process. Most investigations of Tinto’s framework 

measure the frequency of interaction with institutional actors, including faculty, but the 

meanings and interpretations and social capital exchanged in the interaction have not 

been the subject of much research. By investigating the meaning students attribute to 

their day-to-day interactions with teachers and others in the community college, beyond 

the frequency of contact, a more nuanced understanding of social and academic 

integration evolves in the current study. 

 

Pilot Study 

The pilot study was conducted as an exploratory study to investigate whether or 

not community college teacher messages contributed to their students’ view of the 

university and the pursuit of a four-year degree, and what those messages were. Three 

community college students who had transferred the local four-year institution were 

interviewed. The three student interviews revealed two major themes: warning and 

encouragement. Warning emerged out of statements like the one from Bonnie in 

describing what her writing teacher talked about in class regarding the university: “You 

need this, because, you know, in the university you will be expected to write a lot,” and 

the one from Rebecca, who said her teachers would, 

“mention stuff about, you know, having faster deadlines and a lot heavier 

workload…they would warn me that maybe I wouldn’t get as much instructor 

interaction and that I would be taught by TAs.” 
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These statements might reflect Clark’s (1960) cooling out hypothesis, contributing to 

lowering students’ goals (Pascarella, Edison, Nora, Hagedorn, & Terenzini, 1998). 

Bonnie astutely acknowledged the statements could cause anxiety, “maybe you aren’t 

good enough to go.” However, she also believed they were positive, oriented more for 

guidance and preparation. Questions related to these warnings were created for the survey 

and the interview in the current research to better understand the nuanced meanings 

around students’ statements that teachers said the university would be harder. These 

meanings will be further discussed in the section describing emergent themes in surveys 

and interviews. 

The second emergent theme from the pilot study was encouragement. Lisa 

enrolled in a transfer class and felt the teacher increased her confidence about 

transferring. When asked whom she depended on the most at the community college, she 

said,  

“My teacher [in the transfer class]; I feel confident now that if I ever need 

anything else once I am in the University, that I could still go back to her.  That’s 

how helpful she’s been with making sure that if there’s a problem, here is what 

you need to do…”  

This response seemed fitting for a transfer course, but the other interviewees 

indicated similar experiences, not related to a transfer course. Bonnie remembered her 

economics teacher: 
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“My econ teacher would constantly talk about [the business school at the 

university].  And we even had a speaker who came in to our class to talk about 

[the business school], and transferring, and the requirements and everything.” 

And Rebecca, who was most fearful about transferring to the university, had this to say, 

“I really got the idea that there was more opportunity.  That I could get 

something, this degree, the BFA, in something that could take me all different 

places.  That it could be applied all across the board. They let me know that 

maybe I could invest time or study something on a more, maybe, conceptual or 

intellectual level in photography.” 

This is an example of what Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, and Person (2006) might refer to as 

warming up, increasing one’s educational aspirations. Rebecca did not intend to go to the 

university when she started at the community college, but is currently enrolled. Rebecca’s 

fuzzy goals lingered throughout her time at the community college. Her external 

influences of being a single mother and working full-time added financial and time-

commitment concerns to already existing fears about the university. Nonetheless, she 

successfully transferred. Her experience highlighted the tenuous nature of students’ 

decisions when uncertainty is at play. Hence, students reporting uncertainty were the 

focus in the current study. 

 The pilot study interviewed three students and therefore focused on only two 

major themes. Nonetheless, these two overarching themes provided guidance to the 

questions ultimately designed for the current study, and also provided a purpose to look 

for a more nuanced understanding of messages that might be construed by researchers as 
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cooling out, when in fact they might be interpreted by students as preparation and 

guidance toward transition. 

 The next section analyzes the quantitative results from the survey and offers some 

validity to students’ report of teachers influence on their persistence as statistically 

significant. 

 

Quantitative Measures from the Survey 

Quantitative measures from the closed survey questions used Likert and Likert-

type scales to provide statistical significance using MANOVAS, correlations to show 

relationships between the questions’ variables, frequencies to measure numbers and types 

of responses, and the response elaborations from the survey to provide themes that were 

then used to guide and enrich the interviews.  

Two general areas in student responses were analyzed: extent of certainty and 

amount and type of teacher influence. Extent of certainty was measured simply with a 

Likert scale. Although most students reported they were certain in their transfer plans, 

15% reported they strongly agreed or agreed to being unsure about transfer when they 

first enrolled and over 30% agreed or strongly agreed that even though they wanted to 

transfer, they had thought they might not do so. Less than 50% of respondents reported 

no uncertainty in their transfer plans. These survey results indicate the prominence of 

uncertainty that lies beneath reports of transfer intentions. Students with these “fuzzy 

goals” are perhaps most at risk of not transferring. A specific focus on students self-
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described as uncertain of their transfer goals allows a deeper understanding of their 

meaning-making in day-to-day interactions with their teachers.  

As the analysis of the survey data in the last chapter indicated, significance tests 

revealed that students’ report of teacher influence on students’ decision to transfer is 

statistically significant at the p < .001 significance level (.000). The variables measuring 

counselors, advisor, classmate and parent influence also revealed similar significance, 

which we would expect based on the literature that has previously looked at those 

variables (Braxton, Milem & Sullivan, 2000; Clark, 1960; Hossler, Braxton & 

Coopersmith, 1989; Jun & Colyer, 2002; McDonough, 2005; Milem & Berger, 1997; 

Pascarella, Person, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004; Stage, 1989; Tierney, 1992, 2002). 

Furthermore, all variables including teachers were positively correlated. This suggests a 

positive relationship between parental influence and influence of institutional agents; 

including counselors, advisors, and teachers, as well as peers. When teachers were 

correlated with parents, the correlation coefficient, (r=.260), constituted a medium effect 

size, accounting for 6.8% of the total variance and is considered important in social-

behavioral science research. Among institutional agents, however, the correlation 

coefficients between advisor, counselor, and teacher were at a greater level, accounting 

for far greater total variance.  

That the mean of teacher influence on persistence was also nominally greater than 

advisor, counselor and peer, points to the relevance of the teacher-student relationship 

and its importance in further measurement and research. The quantitative data in this 

survey was not designed to measure persistence behaviors or student outcomes, nor to 
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generalize beyond the current sample, but rather to measure what students reported about 

influences in relation to what the research has already presented. In summary, the 

statistics from the survey reveal that teacher influences on transfer decisions are 

statistically significant, and teacher influence is also positively correlated with parental 

influences, peer, counselor, and advisor influences; and that these relationships can be 

considered important from their effect size, varying from small to medium in strength. 

Research has reported on the influences of family (Jun & Colyer, 2002; Tierney, 2002), 

counselors and advisors (Clark, 1960; McDonough, 1997; Stanton-Salazar, 1997) and 

peers (Braxton, Milem & Sullivan, 2000; Tinto, 1993, 2000). But few studies have 

looked directly at the influence of teachers. Only recently have Deil-Amen (2010) and 

Cox (2009) started to investigate the teacher-student relationship in the way it might 

influence social and academic integration and persistence. The quantitative findings in 

this study indicate the need for further research into what is occurring between student-

teacher interactions that may facilitate goal development, persistence and transfer. 

Symbolic interactionism is one framework by which to understand the nuances and 

meaning of these interactions as interpreted by community college students. 

The surveys also provided rich data in the qualitative responses that were 

analyzed for emerging themes and then compared to and used with interview responses 

for a more nuanced understanding of how students interpreted their day-to-day 

interactions with their teachers and how those interpretations might have contributed to 

students’ transfer goals and persistence.  
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Emergent Themes of Interaction 

This study was approached from the perspective of symbolic interaction, which 

stresses the symbolic nature of one’s experiences and maintains that meaning and 

function of all human action is mutually created and defined by the individuals 

interacting together. Many qualitative approaches can be employed to collect information 

on groups of people’s experiences; these include: observation, participation, interviewing, 

qualitative questionnaires, oral histories, and textual analysis of cultural artifacts. 

Interviewing is the dominant method used to discover how something occurs and the 

meaning that is attributed to the phenomenon (Lindlof, 1995). Interviewing gets at how 

people talk about things and therefore generates an immense amount of textual data for 

analysis in the language used to describe one’s experiences. The researcher has the task 

of making sense out of this rich data by examining the themes around which the stories 

and experiences unfold. 

Despite the level of uncertainty that students in this study expressed about 

transferring, they all did transfer. They are success stories. Many of these students moved 

through their community college tenure with fuzzy goals, changing their major, their 

college choice, their program, and even adding advanced degree plans. How they 

describe their experiences indicates faculty played a prominent role in the way these 

students negotiate their place in academe. This section will discuss the themes that 

emerged in students’ description and explanation of their uncertain (fuzzy) goals, and the 

interactions with their teachers, labeled interactional themes, the warnings embedded in 

teachers’ messages, and the categories of teacher agency that emerged. 
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Fuzzy Goals 

Research indicates that students choose community college for various reasons: 

lower cost, smaller classes, location, flexibility of class schedule, vocational and 

occupational programs, and academic preparation for transfer (Brint & Karabel, 1989; 

Dougherty, 1994; Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, & Person, 2006; Stage & Hossler, 2000). 

Students’ responses in the survey and the interview reflect the research with statements 

similar to the following response to the survey question, “What were your thoughts about 

transferring?”:  

“I always knew I was going to transfer. The whole reason I started out at the 

community college first was because it was cheaper and had the beneficial small 

class sizes. Unfortunately with it, they only offered up to an Associates Degree, 

and since I knew I wanted to get a Bachelor’s, and hopefully a Master’s someday, 

I was going to have to transfer to a 4-year university in the future.”  

Not all students had this level of certainty. Reasons for enrolling at the 

community college almost all included comments about cost, and many about location 

and convenience, but students with fuzzy goals enrolled, “just to do it,” or because “my 

mother pushed me” or “it was just expected” by high school peers, teachers, and even the 

student himself. One student indicated, “I had no idea what I wanted to do, I was only 

attending college because that’s what you’re ‘supposed’ to do.” Another student stated, “I 

wasn’t really sure what I wanted to do with my life, so I decided to stay at my community 

college until I had a basic plan.” A third student entered the community college having no 

plans to transfer, stating, “I wouldn’t need it in the fire service.” These three students had 
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no particular goals for a four-year degree, but they continued to and through the transfer 

process. This speaks to the fluidity of students’ academic goals. The following student 

(Bobby) was interviewed and he depicts this fluidity of goals even more clearly. 

 

Bobby’s Story of Uncertainty 

When asked about college plans while in high school, Bobbie said he had none: 

“Absolutely none. I really was completely unsure about the whole, even high 

school, the experience of it was, almost seemed pointless to me, and I just, I don’t 

know. I didn’t really like high school.” 

Although Bobby indicated that the idea was “on the radar screen” he also said “I guess I 

never considered going.” Part of this rejection to college may have been due to his fear: 

“…getting my university, like, the prereqs for university in high school seemed 

really scary to me, like the, just the, had to take secondary language and that just, 

I don’t know, just to look at, it was scary.” 

When asked what his initial reasons for deciding to go to college, in the survey he 

responded that he was “just doing it to do it…. I was unsure about my future regarding 

school. I was making very good money working in construction…” but in the interview, 

he elaborated, saying: 

“My mom eventually pushed me into it. She didn’t really support me, she just, I 

guess recommended I should go, and that was enough. Plus my friends were 

going, which, that, that helps…uh...a little bit of motivation.” 
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When asked whether or not he knew what he was going to college for, he indicated he 

had no idea then; and still really didn’t, even after transfer: 

“No, that was the big, I still really don’t know. It, it’s been really hard to focus my 

mind on something when I don’t know where I’m going with this educational.. 

uh.. paying for this education and not knowing what I’m gonna do with it.” 

He explained that his fiancé and her mother pushed him to get a four-year degree after 

multiple lay-offs from his construction jobs. Though he has now transferred, lack of fit in 

the university, the difficulty of the courses, and the complications of having his transfer 

courses count at the university are challenging his decision. His interview revealed his 

goals were fuzzy upon entering the community college, were fuzzy about transferring, 

and are still fuzzy as he was currently considering a return to the community college to 

enter the journeyman or the fire service program. Bobby reported no real connection with 

other students or teachers at the community college. When I asked him if he had ever 

asked for help by any of his teachers regarding decisions and the transfer process, he said: 

“There was definitely individual contact about, I guess, that kind of thing, like 

maybe I should do this, or just getting advice from them, maybe I should take this 

class instead, but it wasn’t, I guess I never took their advice. I’m pretty antisocial, 

so it’s hard to, I guess, approach people who are even like minded.” 

Bobby’s experience reflects a lack of social and academic integration (Tinto, 1975, 2000; 

Deil-Amen, 2010; Pascarella & Terrenzini, 1983), a lack of fit, which might contribute to 

the persistence of his fuzzy goals. He might have been able to firm up his goals and focus 

his efforts had he been able to connect more deeply with institutional agents and others at 
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the community college. Nonetheless, Bobby did refer to pervasive messages from his 

teachers at the community college: 

“I mean they talk about it [transfer], in the community college, like they, they just 

assume I guess that most people are going to be transferring out of the community 

college, so they, they speak of it, but it’s not…I don’t know…” 

When asked whom at the community college was he referring to, he responded: 

“Just the teachers, the professors… just when they talk, they’d be like, oh, this 

transfers to [the local university], these credits transfer to [the same local 

university], or this one transfers to [the major state university], or any of the major 

universities around.” 

Responding to whether or not he found this information helpful, he said: 

“Yeah, it just kind of helped me, I guess, cuz I didn’t know what I was doing, I 

kind of projected, like OK, if I can get this done I’m not going to have to do this 

when I get to the university, it definitely helped.” 

Bobby utilized the general information and guidance from his teachers, and his 

interpretation would fall under the theme of guidance explained in more detail below; but 

he didn’t take full advantage of developing social networks that included these 

institutional agents. Nonetheless, even the informal and general messages from the 

teachers helped to shape Bobby’s goals. 

The following student who also entered the community college with uncertain 

goals had a different experience. 
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Carla’s Story of Uncertainty 

 Whereas one survey respondent posited, “Why would I go to community college 

without the intention of transferring,” Carla, an interviewee, indicated she had no plans to 

transfer upon entering the community college. She took a class in automotive 

maintenance and learned so much she took the advanced automotive class the following 

semester, and thus began her community college tenure. None of Carla’s family attended 

college, and never talked to Carla about college. It was not until she dropped out of high 

school, that someone outside her family “discussed the consequence of doing so” and told 

her she “should at least get a GED and try for a technical or trade school.” 

 She did just that. Carla went to a trade school and became a dental assistant. She 

was 18. She thought the community college was more expensive and that she wouldn’t be 

able to afford it, so took out loans for her dental assistant program. She entered the 

community college for the first time ten years later, when she was 29 years old. She 

decided to take an automotive maintenance class as she had no knowledge of how 

vehicles work “or brothers or male figures” to ask for help. She started taking one general 

education class at a time at the urging of her boss (a dentist) who said he would pay for it. 

Every class got her more and more excited about college. She still didn’t have any plans, 

but just kept taking classes that interested her. She was not sure what she wanted. In the 

survey, she reported, “I didn’t think I was smart enough [to transfer]… I thought I might 

not be able to keep up my grades or that I could afford it.” She elaborated more fully in 

her interview: 
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“…one of the next classes I took was a beginning chemistry class, and I got a C in 

that class. I was a little frustrated by that, so I thought, well, you know what, I’m 

just gonna get my general education credits out of the way, just take some classes 

here and there until I decide what I want, and it wasn’t until I took my writing 

classes that I thought… and you know I think it was the experience from the 

instructors at the community college, how much they help me, I mean, it was so 

different from high school, you know these instructors actually care about my 

progress, I wasn’t just another student, you know, they physically motivated me if 

that makes sense…. so you know, I thought, wow, I could, I could do teaching. I 

was inspired.” 

She continued gaining focus when she talked with her teachers, “by discussing their 

degrees and goals.” By observing her teachers, she decided, “I can do that, I could do 

teaching… I was inspired” and that solidified her plans for transfer. She reflects a feeling 

of academic and social integration. Unlike Bobby, above, she experienced “fit” with her 

academic persona. Yet her goals remained fuzzy. She wanted to teach, she knew she 

needed her Masters, but thought she might take some time off first, until she was pushed 

by her teachers to stay in school: 

“…and I thought, wow, maybe I should take time off before I transfer, but so 

many people said no, no, you gotta keep going, you gotta keep going, and, and 

that was scary for me, to have to go beyond community college, because I was 

very comfortable in community college.” 
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Carla clarified whom she was referring to when she said “people”. One was her first 

education teacher, whom she termed her mentor: 

“She was very inspiring to me, and she said Cheryl, keep going, don’t stop. You 

know a lot of people get comfortable, they stop, they think, oh, I don’t want to go 

back. And she said, you know, they will help you the more you go.” 

Carla’s fuzzy goals became clearer and more focused during her part-time tenure at the 

community college. Furthermore, she attributed the focusing of her goals to the direct 

experiences she had with teachers in her described terms of inspiration and motivation; 

two of the themes that emerged throughout the interviews. Carla’s experience differs 

from Bobby’s in that her interactions with teachers were direct, but both Bobby and Carla 

had similar experiences of shaping their goals through these interactions. 

 The following section discusses the various themes that emerged when 

respondents and interviewees talked about their teachers’ contributions to their decisions 

about pursuing their goals toward transfer. These themes emerged from survey responses 

as well as interviews and from students certain of their plans to transfer as well as from 

students whose certainty was weak or wavered. Stories of the interviewees are woven 

throughout the discussion on themes. 

 

Interactional Themes 

Multiple themes of teachers’ influence emerged in the survey responses as well as 

in the interviews. The interviews provided extensive elaboration on the survey themes, 

adding deeper meaning and understanding of survey responses, but no additional themes 
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from what had already emerged. Although some themes overlap, the number of quite 

distinct themes indicates that students’ report influence in a variety of ways. 

Understanding how students attribute meaning to the interactions they term influential 

requires looking at the nuanced differences that qualitative methodology affords us. The 

major themes regarding type of teacher influence included the following: 

Support – included statements of encouragement for students’ plans and interests. 

Inspiration – also included statements of encouragement, but more emotionally 

charged than statements coded as support. 

Modeling – statements indicating teachers’ background, interests, experiences 

were influential to students’ decisions. 

Motivation – statements referring to confidence building and promoting positive 

perceptions of self as well as statements that indicated teachers pushed students to 

keep going; not to step out. 

Guidance – included statements that explained processes to the student; processes 

of a choosing a particular major, program or university; processes of transfer. 

These same themes also emerged in the survey and interview question regarding 

level of encouragement or discouragement from teachers in their messages about 

students’ transfer plans; in the question regarding who students depended on the most in 

the community college for their transfer plans; and in the question asking if and how 

teachers helped with the decision to transfer. Each of the themes will be discussed as they 

reflect the experiences of the students and describe the effect on their goals.  



 111 

Support. The theme of support includes statements of encouragement, and simple 

acknowledgement from the teacher of the student’s plans and intentions. These comments 

do not contain emotionally charged words. One example of support included: 

“Encouraged me to continue on in education and to perform well in class.” Another, more 

elaborate response indicating support came from a student in a course designed to assist 

students in the transfer process: 

“My teacher for my Transfer Strategies class was very helpful and influential, 

although by that time, I had already made the decision to transfer. But she was 

still helpful for keeping me focused and seeing the benefits of the university.” 

A third example of support came from a student who said she “was told I had great 

potential in my field and I should pursue it.” But other statements focused on the support 

the student felt regarding his or her interests. 

 

Debra’s Story of Support 

 Debra is a Navajo woman and is the first granddaughter in a matriarchal culture. 

“It’s rank and it’s matrilineal, so I’m in a really, really… I guess powerful position in my 

family, where I have lots of influence over lots of younger cousins and stuff.” Her family 

expected her to go directly to the university and be a role model to her cousins. Though 

she enrolled at a state university, with a full scholarship, she attended for a few days and 

left. She felt it was not her choice, but that of her culture. She returned four years later to 

attend the community college. This time it was based on her decision, but influenced by 

her roommate who was getting his anthropology degree. 
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“I was a server, and like I didn’t, I knew I didn’t, I knew there’s better things out 

there that I can do.… I planned on getting my AGEC and or my anthropology 

degree. At that point I wasn’t so sure it was going to be anthropology, but I was 

sure, like, that’s what I was leaning towards at that point.” 

Though this time she planned on working toward transfer, she was concerned about 

money and she was not completely certain about her major, until her anthropology 

teacher supported her interests,  

“[I had] a teacher there who I could talk to about weird anthropology stuff, that I 

wasn’t afraid to, because there’s certain things that I feel are taboo once you get 

into academics that you can’t really talk about freely. Nobody really wants to talk 

about experiences and stuff like that, but I had a teacher who was all about me 

studying the weird stuff, and going out there and asking the weird questions and 

pushing me in different ways.” 

Debra was describing her affinity to the intellectual stimulation of research. Her 

experience reflects a fit, not only as a college student, but also as a member of the 

intellectual community in the college. This experience was pervasive throughout many of 

the interviews and survey comments. 

Many of the statements in the surveys and interviews represent multiple themes. 

In order to distinguish the major themes, the strongest theme emerging in the statement 

was the one used for coding. In the case of an elaborate response that really indicated 

more than one theme that could be clearly distinguished as separate, then both themes 

were coded. This was not a concern for the analysis, since no quantitative analytics were 
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performed on the themes. The above example represents the theme of support more than 

the others because the student felt her ideas were taken seriously and therefore her goals 

began to solidify. Nonetheless, the support allowed her to engage at a deeper intellectual 

level. Another example of a crossover theme is provided in the explanation and 

description of the inspiration theme, discussed next. 

Inspiration. The theme of inspiration was used to describe an emotional response 

in the statements provided. Although the following statement includes the word support, 

the inclusion of “great influence” and “worth the fight” added an emotional element not 

depicted in the theme support, so was coded as inspiration:  

“My teachers gave me so much support and great influence. Learning was made 

fun, and I liked the idea of continuing my education because they made it seem 

worth the fight.” 

If one considers the power of the words, “they made it seem worth the fight”, one can 

imagine the importance the student might place on her interaction with her teacher. 

Likewise, the following statement was coded inspiration rather than support because the 

teacher refers to looking back with pride, 

“I was always encouraged by my chemistry instructor, he would always say: ‘At 

the end of the road, you will always look back and see how far you have gone and 

be proud of it and will continue to move up.’ That would always encourage me to 

move to higher challenges.” 
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 Examples of the inspiration theme were abundant throughout the surveys and in 

the interviews, but most strongly depicted by Jane. Her heavy use of emotional 

descriptions gives many of her statements the inspiration code. 

 

Jane’s Story of Inspiration 

Jane was a returning student. She had started her post-secondary education at an 

out of state university but her youth and the size of the institution felt overwhelming for 

her. She began her community college career years later, in her forties, after a divorce 

and raising her children to adulthood.  

“I thought, well it’s my time, it’s the perfect time. And I’m excited. I still don’t 

quite know what I’m going to do when I grow up… I started as a science major 

and then ended up meeting and taking anthropology classes from a phenomenal 

instructor, this man is just brilliant.” 

Nonetheless, she entered college unsure of what she wanted to do, with fuzzy goals. 

“I think the uncertainty at points came from my age, in a way, and I would sit 

there in the classrooms with the kids and think, what do I really have to say… 

there were points like that, that that self-doubt.” 

I asked whom she depended on the most in her decision to continue with her education 

through to transfer and she responded without hesitation, 

“Oh, that was definitely my anthropology instructor Mr. Palmer. He, he loved my 

writing style, he encouraged me, I took, I ended up taking five classes from the 

man… he was, he was, he was the voice in my head, who said, there’s no doubt 
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you can do this, what do you mean you, you don’t, you know. Of course you 

have, you have something to say.” 

She further explained that it was not just this teacher, but also an English teacher as well 

as an instructor who took her on as an only student:  

“I was able to take a class that no one else wanted to take, the instructor was 

willing to do it, on a one-to-one basis with me. It wasn’t technically an 

independent study, I just happened to be the only in class… we met at the snack 

bar. … I love what I’m learning and I love what I’m doing, and I think they were 

instrumental in helping me be happy about my decision, you know what I mean?” 

Jane’s descriptions read as if you can hear the emotion in her voice. She talks about being 

excited, happy, and loving what she is doing. She attributes this not to just one professor, 

but a number of her teachers and assumes this same inspirational experience would occur 

with other teachers as well: 

They were all so encouraging. I, I just, the whole experience. And I can’t think of 

one that was not encouraging. That didn’t take the time to come over and say, 

yeah, you know, you’re doing great, keep it up, you’re gonna go far, you know.  

This reflects the importance of teachers as members of students’ social networks and 

serves to describe how the teacher-student interaction contributes to social and academic 

integration, inspiring students’ by encouraging them to see their potential. Many students 

in the surveys and interviews also described their teachers as role models. 

 Modeling. Many students looked to their teachers for explanations about the 

process and path they, themselves, undertook in education. Some student responses 
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indicated they looked up to their teachers, wanting to be like them. The following 

examples are in response to the question, ‘Describe if you can how your teacher helped 

you in your decision’: One student wrote, “He didn’t urge me to go. He was just 

awesome and I wanted to be like him.” Another student concurred that her instructor 

didn’t overtly influence her transfer decision, but that her major was influenced,  

“My teacher didn’t influence my transfer to the university, but she did 

inadvertently influence me to change my major. It was a nutrition class and she 

was very healthy, beautiful, and vibrant, especially for her age. After that 

semester, I decided I wanted to try to do what she was doing because it seems to 

be working for her.” 

In responses to the question about direct teacher influence on decisions to transfer, this 

theme continued to emerge, “Just by being good examples. Most of our teachers had 

PhDs.” One student gave considerable credit to his teachers, “My teachers had the largest 

impact on my decision to transfer. They were my role models. I wanted to emulate their 

behavior and see the world like they did.”  

 Modeling was a theme that emerged in all of the interviews, particularly related to 

the major that the student ultimately chose. Chrissy’s story provides a prime example: 

 

Chrissy’s Story of Modeling 

Chrissy had no thoughts of going to college. Although she graduated valedictorian 

from her high school, none of her family has a higher education degree and she describes 

her family as “poor”. She has seven sisters and two brothers. Her father, when alive, tried 
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a go at business selling magic products in the mall and her mother is currently delivering 

pizza. She believes her family doesn’t “see the value in [a degree],” though only her 

brother, who she is closest to, is overtly negative about it. A high school teacher told her 

about financial aid that she could receive because of her family’s low income and that 

was the first she thought about attending college. I asked her what she thought the 

purpose of the community college was and she explained, 

“I think it’s important to have a facility that will take basically anyone who’s 

willing to take a few classes. And so whether it’s a, you know, parent or a student 

who really doesn’t want to commit themselves to years in a university. And that 

was kind of why I started at the community college, was cuz I wanted just try out 

a few things and see if I got interested in anything…. I guess my plans were to 

just see how it went… I didn’t know if I wanted to transfer, well, I didn’t even 

think that would be a possibility later.” 

Chrissy’s fuzzy goals, about going to college, about transfer, and about her major started 

to firm up, not because of the content of the classes she was taking, but rather the 

background of her English teacher. Her teacher had review sessions at the end of each 

course. Chrissy had taken two classes with her and used the review session to learn more 

about her teacher.  

“…While doing that [the review session] I had asked you know, did you get your 

degree, and what did you study and where did you go, just cuz I liked her, she 

actually never got her degree in writing but she got it in sociology and like, was 

more about the world; and I just really liked how she taught and what she thought 
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and everything, and that really impacted my thinking, I think that even impacted 

my major too, what I wanted to study.” 

Chrissy double-majored in sociology and psychology. Without role models at home, 

Chrissy sought role models at her college. Her teacher served as a role model, portraying 

the cultural capital Chrissy needed in order to understand the “rules of the game” to make 

decisions about her own educational pursuits. The interview ended after the discussion of 

role models winded its way back to her position as the only role model in her family for 

her younger sisters. 

Motivation. Oftentimes students enter college with plans of taking a few classes 

or even receiving an Associates degree, but their teachers express other ideas to them, 

“pushing” them forward to a goal higher than they might be first committed to. These 

teacher-student interactions would be coded motivation. Similarly, some students just 

need an extra push to keep going in the direction of their plans as this survey respondent 

indicated, “just by helping to keep me motivated and on track,” or this respondent, “They 

made me see what I wanted to be – something good, or something great.” The fluidity of 

goal commitment allows for growth in one’s potential as smaller goals are achieved. This 

contributes to self-confidence as the following respondent states, “My teachers have 

always encouraged me to seek higher education. That support builds confidence.” 

Denice’s story portrays how the theme of motivation builds confidence and contributes to 

goal commitment, even in its fluid state. 
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Denice’s Story of Motivation 

 Denice, an African-American woman, entered the workforce right after high 

school. None of her family had a college background so she had not even considered it 

until she received information about a technical college while working at a restaurant. 

She enrolled in the college because she “didn’t know what else to do.” She said she was 

overweight, so the military was out of the question; she didn’t want to be stuck in a 

restaurant or as a manager in a Circle K store, “that just wasn’t my aspiration.” So Denice 

decided on technical college for her Associates of Science and a medical assistant 

certificate. She returned to the community college in her early 30’s with plans to receive 

her AA in Social Work, then maybe attend a university after working for a while. That’s 

not exactly what happened. Instead, she found herself on the transfer track. 

“My teachers kind of pushed me into it because at first I was just going to do the 

associates. I wanted to get my foot in the door and start working for a little while 

and, you know, get my, get some of my student loan debt paid down and then 

maybe go back to school if I could get with a company that would be willing to 

pay for my education. But teachers were like ‘no, the time is now while you’re in 

school don’t lose the momentum.’”  

Two particular teachers stood out for Denice: 

“They were just very encouraging and pushed me and were like ‘you have to 

continue on, you know, you’re really good at what you do. You’re an awesome 

student’ and so they kind of encouraged me and I followed their lead…”  
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These examples of confidence building increased Denice’s self-esteem. She fit as a 

member of her community. In answer to the question regarding whether or not her 

transfer plans wavered, she responded, “So many people had such tremendous faith in me 

that it would be almost a disservice and disrespect to them to not make an attempt at it.” 

Talking about teachers as having faith in her shows the social integration (Tinto, 1993) 

she was experiencing within teacher-student interactions. Likewise, this is an example of 

the self-fulfilling prophecy discussed in the literature review (Merton, 1948). The teacher 

holds an opinion of a student, and acts accordingly, the student responds to the teacher’s 

actions in ways that reinforce the teacher’s belief in the student and therefore the original 

opinion is strengthened and the student begins to adopt the external evaluation as a self-

evaluation. Moreover, describing her teachers as having faith in her and not wanting to let 

them down indicates a sense of relationship with mutual obligations and reciprocity as 

would be expected of members in one’s social network (Monkman, Ronald, & 

Théramène, 2005). 

Because Denice indicated her teachers were so forthcoming with encouragement 

that motivated her to continue, I asked if she also relied on them for assistance in making 

decisions about transferring. Her response indicates how a student will further access her 

teachers as institutional agents and members of her social network to exchange for 

needed resources.  

“See, to me that’s just common sense. Why wouldn’t I? I work with instructors. 

They have been a part of the community for 15, 20, 30 years. They’re with the 
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college for a long time. I’m not the only student in that department. They’ve seen 

many students come and go and, you know, I trust their judgment.” 

This response introduces the next and final theme, Guidance. 

Guidance. This theme depicts the student-teacher interactions that facilitate 

understanding about the transfer process and the institutions, with statements like, “They 

gave me guidance on how to get there and told me what was necessary to get accepted, ” 

and “By sharing information about my major and preparing me for transition.” Teachers 

also provided guidance on higher education in general, “The teachers helped to show me 

what I would be missing out on,” and “They made me think about the benefits of a higher 

education.” Since advisors and counselors are the professionals designated for that 

purpose, and institutions typically have whole departments structured for that purpose, it 

was surprising to see the number of students who indicated that they called on their 

teachers for guidance through the system and also how many times students reported that 

their teachers offered that sort of institutional direction in the classroom. Students relied 

on their teachers as institutional agents (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). Community colleges, as 

with all higher education institutions also work with students providing career 

counseling, but some statements from students indicated that teachers took on that role as 

well, “exposing me to different career opportunities.” The following story, of John, 

captures the sentiment of this theme as well as all of the preceding themes and therefore 

will serve as a summary in its telling. 
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John’s Story of Guidance 

 John came from a slightly different background than any of the other 

interviewees. He was home schooled through high school. His father had taken a few 

classes but never graduated, instead becoming a successful businessman. His mother 

enrolled at the university and obtained a degree. John is a soft-spoken man, in his mid-

twenties, self-described as Semitic-Jewish. Like many others in this study, John had 

fuzzy goals that waxed and waned during his time at the community college. John never 

planned on going to college: “I wasn’t very interested in it at all. I think I was scared 

actually.” Nonetheless, he decided to enroll. 

“In part I felt that I might as well. In part I had getting a bachelor’s degree in 

mind in, you know, as a long-term goal. And um, I don’t know, I guess taking 

other people’s advice. I was just doing it to do it, to do something.” 

He stated that he planned on getting a two-year degree, “definitely,” but had no clear idea 

in what major when he first enrolled. His fuzzy commitment to a major, though 

committed to getting a two-year degree, led him through anthropology, linguistics, and 

engineering before settling on pursuing his A.S. in general science. This choice of pursuit 

came directly from his experiences in math courses at the community college. John 

credits many of his teachers as being indirectly influential in his decision to transfer, 

“because I had a lot of teachers at [the community college] who were very good teachers, 

who, who were inspirational.” Confidence building and motivation were strong 

influences for which John acknowledges his teachers: 
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“I had a lot of teachers who were able to give me a lot of confidence in my ability. 

Math teachers gave me a lot of confidence in my ability, I had an art teacher who 

liked my, you know, the third painting I had ever done in my life well enough to 

put it on display on a show; yeah, and, and I had a great writing teacher who 

encouraged us, who encouraged us all to just um…I don’t know, just pretty much 

just write what we wanted to write, not stick to some sort of form or you know try 

to write what he wanted us to write, just, to just write, and he would sort of direct 

that.” 

John was opening up to new ways of thinking and being. His habitus (Bourdieu, 1977) 

was expanding. He had not been engaged with teachers or classmates during his high 

school years because of his home schooling, so he served as a perfect candidate for social 

and academic integration. The more encouragement he received, the more involved he 

became: 

“I was encouraged by some of my, my math teachers directly.  I think that may 

have started with my first math teacher when I got to the community college. I 

wasn’t very far into math at the time. I’ve taken an awful lot of math classes since 

then to be majoring in it. ... It may have had something to do with the way that 

she, I actually, I would show up early to her class, which was intermediate 

algebra, and her trig students would be there late from the previous class, asking 

for help with problems or what have you, and so she would sometimes ask me to 

give her the correct answer to their trig problems that were on the board, because 

she knew that it was all just algebraic manipulation, and I could see if she was just 
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pointing at one equation that you know, ok well you just have to do that, it’s the 

same thing we do day in and day out in the class that I’m actually taking. But it 

made me feel really good cuz I was, hey I, I can do these trig problems. I found 

myself able to rephrase this concept in this way, and this other way, and I could, 

and I can usually just sort of keep doing that until I can see that who I’m talking 

to, something has changed, a light comes on.” 

Not only did teachers inspire John and motivate him, he also was learning about himself 

and attributing it to the interactions he was having with his teachers. And John’s teachers 

became role models for him, “I would like to be to other people what these teachers are to 

me.” 

John also indicated he was guided by one of his physics teachers telling him to 

reconsider being a physicist if he were thinking about going to the local university. 

“He said the physics program at [the university] isn’t really all that great, ‘you 

should probably go with something else. And if you really, if you really want to 

do physics then maybe you should get an undergraduate degree in something else 

then you could get a, you know, get a master’s degree’…. because I kept 

entertaining the notion of teaching, and, and, very often it’s a better idea to get a 

master’s for teaching.” 

So John had been supported in his quest for degree attainment, inspired by 

teachers that opened up his thirst of knowledge in different ways; he aspired to be to 

others what his teachers had modeled to him; and had been motivated to transfer and to 

consider a Masters degree at the minimum, being guided away from a university program 
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deemed sub par by his teacher. This was the result of the teacher-student experience of a 

young man who had “no interest” in college, admitting to being “scared,” who started at 

the community college to “take a couple of classes,” and the reason he stated he started 

college was, “why not.” 

 John’s experience reflects what might be termed warming up (Rosenbaum, Deil-

Amen, & Person, 2006), as do the experiences of many of these students’ stories. 

Warming up raises students’ aspirations. All of the stories told by these students depict 

warming up. They entered the community college with various levels of certainty, from a 

variety of backgrounds that did not all privilege education, and still all of these students 

transferred. Again, it must be noted, these are intentionally the success stories. Their own 

stories attribute the interactions with their teachers as important contributors to their 

persistence and ultimate transfer. Yet, not all of their interactions would be deemed 

“encouraging.” Many students reported strong messages of warning from their 

instructors. The next section describes some of the findings about students’ interpretation 

of these warning messages. 

 

Warning Messages 

 The students in this study did not often report failure of their teachers to prepare 

them for transfer. Although Bobby indicated that he felt his community college did not 

adequately prepare him for the level of work expectations from the university, over 50% 

of survey respondents reported they agreed or strongly agreed to the statement: “At least 

one of my community college teachers told me the university would be harder than my 
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community college.” These students indicated no “white-washing” of the challenges they 

were about face. Some statements indicated that teacher’s messages were preparing them 

for the change, “They stated it’s more competitive;” “Classes are much harder and the 

material presented is harder;” and “You need to prepare here now because the university 

will be harder.” These statements, though warnings, were positive about the difficulty 

and focused on the challenging difference. However other statements about what their 

teachers said, were quite negative: “… the professors would not care and the classes 

would be so much bigger;” “They don’t care as much and it would be harder to get the 

help you need;” and finally, one of the most disillusioning statements about the difficulty 

the students were about to encounter, “They said the TAs would grade you hard because 

they felt they were graded hard and TAs are lazy. Also I heard the classes would be just 

harder in general because classes were big and students had less access to the teachers 

and the parking was horrible so students would spend a lot of time just trying to get to 

class.”  

 The aforementioned examples of students’ interpretations of the challenges they 

were about to face, came from students who heard these messages and transferred 

anyway. They constructed meaning out of the messages to serve their purpose. The 

differences in the interpretation and understanding of these warnings mirror what the 

pilot study found. Some indicated that messages of increased difficulty helped to prepare 

students for the change in expectations and institutional culture. Others indicated strong 

warnings of negative experiences awaiting them. The latter of which are precariously 

close to providing reasons to students with fuzzy goals not to pursue transfer and hence, 
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could serve to cool out students most at risk of transfer (Clark, 1960). Hence, 

investigating meaning that non-transfer students attribute to their student-teacher 

interactions might reveal different interpretations that lead to different actions regarding 

persistence and transfer. Understanding this dynamic from the perspective of symbolic 

interaction would help explain how the differences in interpretation and meaning would 

necessarily affect actions subsequently based on those meanings. Additionally, from a 

social psychological approach, people’s perceptions of their capabilities affect their 

ultimate actions (Bandura, 1986). Students whose goals are much more fuzzy and 

commitments much less firm, might interpret these warnings as indicators of the level of 

their capabilities and therefore act accordingly.  

 The following section looks more definitively at where teacher agency comes into 

play in student-teacher interactions. However messages emerge, they do not do so free 

from situational context. Whether messages occur in a direct interaction between student 

and teacher or an indirect one that occurs in the classroom and meant for all students, can 

inform our understanding of teachers’ agency in the interactions students describe as 

influential. 

 

Teacher Agency 

 Although teachers played a role in shaping students’ fuzzy goals, they did so in 

multiple contexts and in various levels of agency. Students reported influence from 

interactions in the classroom as well as in office hours. They also indicated indirect or 

general information, motivation and guidance meant for all students as well as one-on-
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one motivating, encouraging, guiding, and even modeling influences meant specifically 

for themselves. Four categories were created to describe the different context and agency 

of instructors that students described in their interactions: Active/Indirect and General, 

Active/Direct and Specific, Passive/Indirect and General, and Passive/Direct and 

Specific. Each category will be described separately. 

 Active/Indirect and General. This category best describes influence as it 

occurred in the classroom. It would include addressing the students in the class about 

information related to transfer units or to a particular related program at the university. In 

this category, the teacher is actively providing information to the students as a whole. For 

instance, in Bobby’s story though teachers did not specifically seek him out to provide 

information about transfer procedures and credits, they did share the information in the 

classroom and Bobby indicated that he benefited from this, “yeah, it just kind of helped 

me I guess, cuz I didn’t know what I was doing.” In a number of instances, teachers 

invited guests from the university. These individuals were university institutional agents 

and by providing students access to them community college teachers were potentially 

increasing the size of their students’ social networks. 

Teachers also could be actively inspirational in an indirect or general way. For 

instance, John indicated he had many inspirational teachers, “who just encouraged us, 

encouraged us all.” Even though this was not specifically directed toward John, he 

indicated that it contributed to his self-esteem and his developing confidence. The next 

category of teacher agency reveals how influence also emerges in a more direct one-on-

one fashion. 
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Active/Direct and Specific. This category describes an interaction in which the 

teacher sought out the student to encourage, motivate, guide, support, and even model his 

or her own experience. Jane’s story was quite relevant to this category. She indicated that 

teachers went out of their way to accommodate and praise her. In one case, a teacher was 

willing to hold class for her even though she was the only student who had registered. 

Moreover, Jane indicated that this behavior was not just from one instructor, but that 

many of her teachers would directly seek her out to praise and encourage her. Referring 

to all her teachers, she said, “I can’t think of one that was not encouraging, that didn’t 

take the time to come over and say, “Yeah, you know, you’re doing great. Keep it up. 

You’re gonna go far.” In this role, teacher agency was quite strong. Denice also described 

this active and direct role of teacher agency. Though she had every intention of taking 

some time off before pursuing her bachelors degree, her teachers pushed her to continue, 

“…the teachers were like, ‘no, the time is now while you’re in school. Don’t lose the 

momentum.” A student from the survey stated, “The teachers pushed me to be the best I 

could be and they believed in me.” 

Unlike the active categories described above, the following two categories 

describe influence that occurred unintentionally by the teacher or in response to students’ 

seeking him or her out. 

Passive/Indirect and General. Teachers as role models tend to reflect this 

category best. Students often described being influenced by their teachers simply because 

of who they were. Teachers’ presentation of self reflected what the student imagined 

becoming, “Seeing them enthusiastic about teaching and the career they pursued.” 
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Another example of Passive/Indirect and General from the survey included, “The 

teachers guided by having graduated themselves and sort of acted as role models.” The 

example provided in the description of the interactional theme, modeling, from the 

previous section captures this category best, “He didn’t urge me to go. He was just 

awesome and I wanted to be like him.” Statements like this one indicated no active 

agency on the part of the teacher, yet just by the congruency of the teacher’s position and 

how they presented themselves, influenced some students. A slightly more directed, but 

still passive agency is described next, in the final category. 

Passive/Direct and Specific. In continuing to utilize the theme of modeling, this 

category captures teachers who, rather than seeking out a particular student, were 

described as responding to students’ questions about how they achieved their current 

career or experiences that might be of interest to the student. Chrissy’s story provides a 

perfect example of this category. Chrissy was the student who took the opportunity of her 

end of semester review with her professor to question her about the path she had taken to 

her own career and to discuss some of her experiences. The teacher did not seek Chrissy 

out, which puts her in the passive category; however her willingness to respond to 

Chrissy about her personal experiences places her in the direct and specific sub-category 

of passive. This category was least described when referring to influence, however.  
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Summary of Findings  

Students who persisted through the transfer process on their way to their 

bachelor’s degree goal have indicated that they were influenced by their teachers who 

they interpreted to be supporting, inspiring, motivating, guiding, and models for their 

potential goals. These themes give rise to the importance of the interactions students 

experience with their teachers. How students interpret those interactions to effect their 

social and academic integration, both in terms of belonging as a college student and as 

belonging to an intellectual community, has been the thrust of this present study. 

 Most higher education research would agree that the one thing students have in 

common is the classroom and by default, their teachers. However, what that means in 

terms of the possibility for social and academic integration varies widely amongst 

scholars. Allowing that faculty can create a classroom climate with their ethos and skills 

that can help engender student-faculty contact, Tinto (2000) still presents a conceptual 

distinction between academic integration and social integration. Deil-Amen rejects the 

distinction stating, “such a distinction creates a false dichotomy” which does not fully 

represent the embedded socio-academic encounters that seem prevalent in students’ 

experiences (2010, p. 19). The findings in this study would confirm Deil-Amen’s 

contention. Tinto finds that resident and commuter classrooms are important but his 

research centers on membership in formal “learning communities” rather than regular 

classroom environments, whereas Deil-Amen’s (2010) qualitative portrayal of 

community college students found similar social and academic integrative moments 

occurring in regular, informal classrooms. She found that being part of a learning 
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community was not necessary for integrative experiences. Likewise, the students in the 

present study were not members of formal learning community classrooms. 

Braxton, Milem, & Sullivan (2000) based academic integration on pedagogical 

assumptions of active learning techniques by skilled faculty, but like Tinto this was 

reflected in “learning communities”. On the other hand, rather than focusing on their 

pedagogical skills, Cox (2009) focused on faculty intervention in at-risk student 

behaviors. She found that faculty who intervened on students’ wavering goals due to their 

fear and subsequent self-sabotage impacted student’s commitment to their goals. None of 

these theories or conceptual perspectives looks at meaning-making from the perspective 

of symbolic interactionism, nor how fuzzy goals are shaped by the meanings students 

attribute to the interactions they have with their teachers. Furthermore, these researchers 

look more at teacher intervention either through pedagogical design, formal learning 

communities or direct intervention on students’ self-sabotaging behaviors. The current 

study indicates that influence also occurs in how teachers model academic success and 

their willingness to share their own experiences and stories with their students. 

Additionally, this study reveals details in the qualitative experiences of students as 

they describe their interpretations of the day-to-day interactions with their teachers. The 

meaning students attribute to the interactions with their teachers is paramount to 

understanding the decisions influenced by those interactions and the way their goals are 

shaped by them. Teachers, as transmitters of cultural capital, can provide students with 

the rules of the game and can act as contacts for social capital, providing normative 
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expectations, which ultimately can influence students’ feelings of belonging as college 

students and as members of an intellectual community. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

Introduction 

 Drawing on Tinto’s theory of social and academic integration, Stanton-Salazar’s 

concept of institutional agents grounded in the framework of cultural and social capital, 

and utilizing the perspective of Mead and Blumer’s symbolic interactionism, this study 

sought to understand the details of student-teacher interactions in order to ascertain what 

meaning students attributed to those interactions and thereby what roles community 

college teachers played in the shaping of students’ goals and their decisions to transfer. 

 The research questions guiding this study evolved out of an overriding query: 

How do community college (C.C.) teachers influence their students’ decision to persist 

toward transfer to a four-year institution?  In order to ascertain what role teachers might 

play in their students’ decision to transfer, this study looked at how students described 

their interactions with their teachers: did they describe the interactions as encouraging or 

discouraging; did they describe the interactions as influencing their sense of competence; 

and in what ways did students’ level of uncertainty affect the meanings ascribed to the 

interactions?  Likewise, the study focused on what ways students indicated they relied on 

their teachers (as institutional agents) for information related to their decision to transfer; 

and how the context, in and out of the classroom, entered the equation in the way they 

described elements of social and academic integration and subsequent relationships with 

their teachers.  
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 Most relevant to this study was the decision to focus on students who had 

transferred – the success stories.  Particular attention was paid to those students who 

transferred despite their uncertainty at enrollment or wavering uncertainty during their 

college tenure with regard to their transfer plans.  Part of the justification for looking at 

meanings these particular students attributed to their interactions with teachers was to 

uncover the fluid nature of their goals. Goals are not black and white, statically adhered 

to; but rather fluid and fuzzy, changeable and impressionable. 

This chapter will close and summarize the study, discuss the findings by revisiting 

themes that emerged in the survey and interviews in response to the research questions, 

prior research literature, and theoretical framework, and provide direction for future 

research and policy implications. 

 

Discussion of the Findings 

This section will discuss the ways in which the present study confirms, 

contradicts, and extends prior research. Symbolic interactionism provided a foundation 

from which to understand how meaning was co-constructed and also guided the 

interpretation of the themes discussed in the previous chapter. The salient topics under 

discussion in this section portray what the findings of the study revealed and include: 

evidence of teachers in prominent roles of influence as institutional agents; influence 

occurring in student-teacher interactions within and beyond the classroom; influence via 

teacher messages that build confidence and validate students’ position in academe, even 

in the face of warnings; and the shaping of “fuzzy” goals in teacher-student interactions. 
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Understanding the aforementioned influences required a nuanced investigation into 

students’ meaning-making of the teacher-student interaction.  

 

Prominent Roles of Influence 

Stanton-Salazar described institutional agents as administrators, counselors, and 

teachers who have knowledge of the norms and expectations of the institution and have 

the capacity to communicate these norms and expectations to students (1997). The first 

significant finding of the current study confirms the role of teachers as institutional 

agents, but extends our understanding of its prominence. Findings indicated a strong 

reliance on teachers as purveyors of social capital, providing information to assist 

students in the navigation of institutional procedures and policies.  Students in the survey 

reportedly relied on their teachers for advice regarding choice of major, choice of 

program, choice of college, and transfer expectations including details regarding credits 

that would transfer.  In some cases the advice came through one-on-one interactions with 

their teachers, in the form of direct and specific teacher agency and in other cases, 

teachers spent a class period explaining a particular university program offered at one of 

the state colleges. This form of teacher agency would be considered indirect and general. 

In the latter example, particular students weren’t sought out in order to direct and guide, 

but rather provided information to the whole class. In a number of survey and interview 

cases, students reported that their teachers invited guests from one or more of the 

university departmental programs related to the course to visit the class and talk about the 

particular university program.  These are activities and roles often reserved for counselors 
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and advisors in the literature (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004; Clark, 1960), but 

this study extends our understanding of the prominent role of teachers in this regard, 

which also confirms and extends Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch’s (2005) concept of 

institutional agents. The findings are particularly compelling given that the survey results 

as well as the interviews revealed the prominence of teacher influence relative to 

influences by other institutional agents. 

Teachers were the classroom resource for access to important institutional 

information for students in this study, confirming and extending prior research on cultural 

and social capital as well. Teachers provided cultural capital in their roles as high status 

members of the community college culture, talking about future educational and career 

possibilities (Bourdieu, 1977; Lamont & Laureau, 1988), sharing the organizational 

habitus of the institution’s expectations while shaping students’ perceptions and goals 

(McDonough, 1997), and providing students with a clearer understanding of the “rules of 

the game” (Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen & Person, 2006). In inviting guests from universities 

into their classes, they provided social capital, extending students’ social networks that 

could be activated at a later date (Bourdieu 1986; Coleman, 1988; Deil-Amen, 2010). But 

this study extends the aforementioned research by revealing teachers as one of the 

primary contributors of cultural and social capital, serving as guides and models for how 

to activate the social networks and ties in order to actively acquire necessary institutional 

resources. Furthermore, this study identifies the classroom as a defining space where such 

cultural and social capital can be cultivated. Prior research has not examined or 
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acknowledged this important function of community college class time and the way it is 

used day to day by instructors for the benefit of students. 

Students in this study indicated greater influence from their teachers than from 

their advisors or counselors on their decisions to transfer. Though Cox (2009) and Deil-

Amen (2010) also present institutional agents as influential members of students’ 

networks, neither of these studies looked at the relevant influence of teachers vs. other 

institutional agents. This is particularly salient to the research literature on persistence 

and transfer, which has primarily looked at family, counselors, and institutional programs 

for impacting persistence and transfer. Even in recent research, Braxton, Hirschy, and 

McClendon (2004) proposed recommendations for developing programs that emphasized 

the encouragement of family support rather than an emphasis on supporting and 

extending the work teachers are already doing with students in their classes. For instance, 

Braxton et al. recommended flexible course offering times as a way to help students 

negotiate family and educational priorities. However, most community colleges already 

have course flexibility incorporated in their programs. Another one of their 

recommendations involved community colleges encouraging parents to attend new 

student orientations, yet many community college commuter students do not live at 

home, already have families of their own, and are lucky enough to fit new student 

orientations into their own schedules, let alone schedule family campus involvement. The 

present study found that students began identifying with academe through teacher-student 

interactions. Though family support would of course be beneficial, and the overlapping of 

both worlds a more holistic system for the student, this present study did not reveal strong 
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indication from the students that the family/educational worlds were in that much 

conflict. Although the survey did not ask specifically about family support, a large 

majority of the respondents indicated they already received a little, some, or a lot of 

parental influence in their transfer plans which would not support the contention that 

programs linking family to the community college would be significantly more 

beneficial. 

As noted in chapter one, the current research agenda on persistence and transfer is 

partly due to Clark’s (1960) focus on counselors as influential in the cooling out process 

of community college students. This framework clearly focuses on those students who 

did not succeed – those who were cooled out. Yet the current study, with its focus on the 

successful transfer students, has shown the prominence of teachers as influential in 

encouraging transfer, even among students experiencing uncertain plans or self-doubt.  

Furthermore, students interpreted teacher-student interactions as “warming up” their 

aspirations. Such findings are consistent with the work of Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, and 

Person (2006), and extend their research to show the intersection of this warming up 

process with students’ goal formation processes.  

This is not to say that teachers did not also cool some students out, redirecting 

them toward alternative goals, nor would it be the contention that to do so would be in 

some way harming the students. Deil-Amen and Tevis (2010) remind us of the negative 

effect on some students who transitioned to college from high school, believing they were 

more academically prepared than they were. Although the students in the current study 

were interviewed after they had successfully completed one semester at the university, 
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there was indication that some believed they weren’t as academically prepared for the 

rigors of the university as they thought they were. Since symbolic interactionism 

presupposes that meanings emerge out of the interpretation of interactions, not only the 

messages teachers deliver, but also the way in which students interpret them contribute to 

the influence on students’ goals and actions. 

A majority of research on persistence and transfer has quantified student-teacher 

interactions while this study better explores students’ interpretations of these interactions. 

Further investigation of this teacher-student dynamic is warranted; particularly given the 

potential that such interpretations can sway students from uncertainty toward transfer. 

This dynamic of teachers as institutional agents occurred in formal classrooms, 

regular classrooms, office hours, and before and after class not designed as transfer 

courses. However, some students in this study took advantage of a transfer course, which 

helped them negotiate the actual transfer process far more easily than others reported the 

experience to be. John indicated he didn’t know how students could navigate the transfer 

process without the course to provide application deadlines, automatic transcript delivery, 

and early access to university registration. Not all community colleges have transfer 

courses, nor do the courses prepare for entry into any of the state universities. Instead, 

when offered, the focus of the class was on procedures relevant to the local four-year 

institution only. Furthermore, when students discussed the course, more often than not 

they indicated they had lucked into it, and some reported they had heard about it too late 

to register in time or had registered for it too early for it to be beneficial. Hence, although 

some of the community colleges offered the course, few reaped the benefits from it. Most 



 141 

students reported instead, informal interactions with teachers by visiting their office hours 

and asking questions before or after class as a supplement or a replacement of their 

interactions with counselors and advisors.  

 

Teacher Influences Within and Beyond the Classroom 

The findings provided further evidence of teachers in prominent roles of influence 

for students in and beyond the classroom. Student descriptions of their teacher-student 

interactions rarely delineated any difference between classroom interactions and outside 

of classroom interactions with their teachers. This both supports Deil-Amen’s (2010) 

findings of socio-academic integrative moments occurring within the classroom and 

contradicts Tinto’s (1997) description of academic integration occurring in the classroom 

as merely a bridge to social integration occurring outside the classroom. Students in the 

present study described their interpretations of the interactions with their teachers as 

much more nuanced and fluid within and outside the classroom. Some students discussed 

moments that occurred during class, where they were “inspired” by the teachers’ 

enthusiasm for the material, making decisions on their major simply due to in-class 

inspiration. This is an example of passive/indirect and general teacher agency. Students 

were interpreting an interaction in ways that shaped their goals, yet teachers were not 

actively engaged in the process. Other students utilized pre- or post-class time to interact 

with their teachers, asking their opinions about majors, programs, and universities, as was 

discussed above. Again, this is an example of passive teacher agency, but in this case it 

would be categorized as direct and specific. The student engages the interaction and the 
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teacher responds directly. The importance of the varied places of these interactions 

cannot be overlooked in applying Tinto’s social and academic integration. Themes 

discussed in the findings emerged out of students’ interpretations of the teacher-student 

dynamic. The very nature of the different interpretations points out the difficulty in 

seeking a one-size-fits-all solution. Hence, the findings further indicated the importance 

of helping teachers realize the differing roles they play for different students. Likewise, 

programs seeking a one-size-fits-all solution may be met with unforeseen challenges 

given the nature of student meaning-making. 

Effective retention programs described by Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon 

(2004) should “encourage the development of personal bonds among students, faculty, 

administrators, and staff of the college” in order to integrate students socially and 

academically into the institution communities (p. 68). But programs are often housed in 

institutional “centers.” Although coordinated programs are sure to be beneficial to 

students, many students are likely not to take full advantage and instead continue to rely 

on the immediacy of their teachers and other students during and around class time.  

These commuter students represented in this study, unlike residential students, often 

balanced full-time work and family obligations having to squeeze classes into their 

schedule wherever they could. Social and academic integration was more likely to occur 

in the time and places of their scheduled courses. 

Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon also addressed the importance of the classroom 

for social and academic integration for the commuter student but focused on creating 

classroom learning communities as a way to positively influence persistence (2004, p. 48-
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49). The present study found that the formality of contrived communities was not 

necessary for social and academic integration to take place. Counter to Tinto’s (1993, 

1997, 2000) determination that social integration ultimately occurs outside of the 

classroom, and Braxton, Hirschy and McClendon’s contention that it occurs inside a 

formally constructed classroom learning community, the present study found that the 

places of student-teacher interactions were fluid. Student-teacher interactions took place 

informally as well as formally, in as well as outside the classroom, and had as much to do 

with how students interpreted the interactions as they did with the context of the 

interaction itself. 

 

Influence through Building Confidence 

Students’ interpretation of the teacher-student interactions and the meaning they 

attribute to those interactions also had relevance for the development of their perceptions 

of who they were as students and the possibility of fulfilling their future aspirations. The 

findings of the present study identified confidence-building as a central component of the 

motivation function of teacher-student interactions. The findings confirm and extend the 

literature regarding the nature of teacher support and motivation. One of the most 

frequent themes to emerge in the study was motivation, which included pushing students 

to persist toward transfer, encouraging them by explicitly showing them their capabilities 

and level of competence, and by building their confidence. These interactions represented 

active teacher agency. Rendon (1994) referred to these behaviors as “validation” 

behaviors and suggested students felt validated when they interpreted someone taking an 
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interest in who they were and in their accomplishments. Cox (2009) further found that at-

risk students required a high level of instructional encouragement to feel validated. 

Students in this present study interpreted the interactions with their teachers in a more 

holistic manner than Cox described in her study. Although students did express fears and 

concerns about their abilities as students at the university and the higher academic 

expectations they thought they would encounter, these students were successful transfers, 

and they related validation efforts to teachers pushing, motivating, and building their 

confidence. Students’ interpretation was key in understanding the teacher-student 

dynamic. 

A number of the interviewees in this study indicated these motivating or 

validating factors contributed to their feeling of belonging, which is a key aspect of 

Tinto’s (1993, 1997, 2000) social and academic integration concepts.  Although Rendon 

(1994) would suggest the concept of validation is more valuable than social and academic 

integration as a framework for persistence, Deil-Amen (2010) has stated they should be 

viewed as compatible. The present study would concur with the latter assessment. John, 

for example, provided a clear example of how validation was infused within his 

experience of social and academic integration. He had been home-schooled during high 

school and had no interest in college, yet he started to integrate into academe when his 

work was showcased by two of his instructors and his future educational and career goals 

began to take shape. When his teacher validated his knowledge and skills during pre-class 

time with students from the previous class, he felt confirmed about belonging in 

academe. Because the teacher directed her engagement directly to John, this would 
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represent active/direct and specific agency. The teacher went out of her way to engage 

and encourage John. Another example from the survey represented active/indirect and 

general teacher agency because the teacher was motivating the whole class, “One of my 

teachers would talk to her class s if they were moving on to the university.” These 

examples, and others in the study, extend Tinto’s (1993) theory to include the classroom 

as a reference point for academic and social integration and to emphasize the importance 

of the interactions between students and teachers as motivating and validating forces that 

lead to their sense of belonging or fit in the institution and academe in general. However, 

this study also extends the research of Deil-Amen (2010) and Rendon (1994) by 

highlighting the importance of engagement with disciplinary content or particular areas 

of interest as powerful validating and integrative forces. For some of the students in the 

interviews, engaging with their teachers for intellectual stimulation resulted not only in 

their sense of belonging as a college student but as a member of an intellectual 

community.   

 

Shaping Fuzzy Goals 

 Students’ in this study did not describe their goals as static.  Even for students 

who indicated their original goal was to transfer, there was some uncertainty around their 

major, about their finances, or how they would manage the increased expectations of the 

university. The fluidity of these goals, and the fact that students shifted their goals as if 

the boundaries of those plans were not solid, garnered them the name, “fuzzy” goals for 

this study. They reflected the level of uncertainty expressed by some students.  The 
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interviews revealed a reliance on faculty as resources to curb their uncertainty when it 

involved fear of their current and potential abilities. Cox (2009) found that the fear of 

failure, rather than the failure itself “prevents full commitment to the role of college 

student” (p. 66). This could provide an explanation to the fuzzy nature of students’ goals 

in this study.  However, even after students indicated they were committed to their 

completion or transfer goal, they continued to experience uncertainty about numerous 

factors; how they would manage academically at the university, whether or not credits 

would transfer and what it would mean if they didn’t, what program they should enter or 

major they should choose; or how their preparation would guide them toward a career. 

These questions contributed to their overall uncertainty. The students in this study 

reportedly accessed their teachers as well as other institutional agents for further guidance 

in shaping these goals. The findings revealed the fluid nature of students’ goals and the 

effect of the meanings students attributed to teacher-student interactions that nurtured and 

reinforced those goals. Modeling emerged as a theme in teacher-student interactions to 

explain one of the ways goals were shaped. These findings confirm Banks, Biddle and 

Slavings (1990) findings that modeling influences had “direct effects on persistence.” 

Importantly, however, this modeling appears to apply to the sometimes uncertain or 

underdeveloped goals that may be particularly prevalent among two-year community 

college student populations, who Manski (1989) suggests are more likely to be trying out 

college as an experiment and less likely to be committed to their four-year degree goals. 

Students often reported that they were inspired in their classes, not only in regards to the 

material, but by who their teachers were as persons. A number of students wanted “to be 
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just like” their teachers; some emulating the teachers’ choice of discipline in their own 

choice of major, others deciding on a teaching career, because they were inspired by their 

teacher and wanted to inspire others similarly. Some students reported they asked their 

teachers about the paths they took that led them to their career, in order to construct their 

own path. These findings reveal the mutable quality of habitus  (Bourdieu, 1977). The 

students’ stories show how their habitus evolved and enlarged as they were exposed to 

different ways of perceiving their environment. Students reporting teachers’ influence via 

modeling behaviors or roles to which students aspired, reflect the transmission of cultural 

capital and the mechanisms that students can employ to increase the cultural capital 

necessary to fully integrate into the new habitus of academe and adopt its objects of 

recognition. To that end, teachers facilitated the transmission of cultural capital, even in 

the passive/indirect and general category of agency. Even unaware of their messages, 

teachers were enlarging their students’ habitus. 

 

Summary 

This study sought to contribute to our understanding of the institutional dynamics 

at play in the transfer process by taking a detailed look at meanings students attributed to 

their interactions with teachers and how those meanings contributed to the shaping of 

their transfer goals. Utilizing symbolic interactionism as a tool for understanding 

meaning students attributed to their interactions with their teachers allowed for a more 

nuanced picture of what contributed to their decisions to persist and transfer. Prior 

research has centered on investigations of family-student and counselor-student 
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dynamics, while the current investigation clearly shows the prominent influence of 

teacher-student interactions as well. Teachers acted as institutional agents in this study 

and students used them as such for guidance and support in the shaping and reinforcing 

of their goals. Teachers transmitted the social and cultural capital they possessed through 

active as well as passive teacher agency in student-teacher interactions that occurred 

within and outside the classroom. Therefore, this study has informed research on the 

prominence of classrooms as places where social and academic integration takes place for 

community college students and furthermore, that the classrooms need not be formally 

constructed as learning communities for this to occur. Finally, goal commitment is a 

fundamental concept in much persistence and transfer literature (Cox, 2009; Deil-Amen, 

2010; Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, & Person, 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 

1993), this study has provided evidence to the nature of teacher-student interactions that 

contribute to the shaping and reinforcing of students’ goals. 

The results of this study have revealed the need for further investigation of 

teacher-student interactions as a salient dynamic that contributes to the institutional goal 

of communicating information as well as academic material to students.  

 

Significance of the Study 

Prior research has neglected the role of community college faculty in students’ 

decisions to transfer. One reason for this has been the focus on measuring the gap rather 

than focusing on why or how that gap exists. Although quantitative measurements can be 

useful, qualitative research can explore student experiences in ways that provide potential 
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reasons for why they do or do not transfer or complete. It is this reason that the present 

qualitative study was undertaken. Understanding students’ interpretations of their 

experiences provides another opportunity in deciphering the mechanisms that contribute 

to students’ persistence, departure, and transfer decisions. The results of this study have 

pointed to the significance of the teacher-student interactions that might be contributing 

to these phenomena. Another reason for the inadequate attention to teacher-student 

interactions is that Clark’s (1960) “cooling out” theory has dominated the discussion of 

the gap and the reason for low transfer rates for half a century. His framework focused on 

the role of counselors in lowering student aspirations and guiding them away from 

transfer goals when they were deemed less than prepared. Although he mentioned 

teachers’ roles in assessing students’ academic ability when he described the “sorting and 

winnowing-out process,” Clark fundamentally focused on counselors whose job it was to 

refocus students’ goals. (p. 123). The present study has provided evidence that teachers 

may be equally as influential as counselors and advisors in guiding students and shaping 

their goals. Although there was little evidence in this study that the cooling out 

mechanism described by Clark existed, students were all successful transfers, hence their 

experiences are bound to differ from students whose interpretations of the teacher-student 

interaction differed. 

Although some prior research on postsecondary students has supported the 

contention that teacher-student interaction can be critical in college persistence. None has 

looked at the meaning-making mechanisms that the symbolic interactionst approach 

provides. Stanton-Salazar (1997) provided the concept of institutional agents, showing 
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how teachers can act as transmitters of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977) and contacts of 

social capital (Coleman, 1988). Persistence theories (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 

1993) also have shown teacher-student interaction to be of central importance, but they 

tend to have relied on frequency and type of contact between teachers and students, rather 

than on the qualitative dimensions of the interactions. A few studies have focused on the 

qualitative dimension of these interactions (Cox, 2009; Deil-Amen, 2010; Tinto, 1997), 

but again, none has looked at the meaning students attribute to those interactions from the 

lens of symbolic interactionism. The present study did just that. 

The present study has contributed to our understanding of the institutional 

dynamics at work in community college students’ transfer decisions by investigating the 

roles that faculty appear to play. These roles were as important in their passive nature as 

they were in their active nature. They were as influential in the indirect and general 

messages they delivered, as they were when directly pulling students aside. Teacher-

student interactions are pregnant with meaning and the meanings students attribute to 

those interactions are nuanced and impact the fluid nature of their goals. This study 

looked at those nuances, to understand the experiences that contributed to students’ 

decisions and to discern the influences of teachers emerging from the day-to-day 

interactions. The results of the study have pointed to the meaning students attributed to 

teacher messages about academic competence, belonging, and transfer goals and how 

those interactions contributed to their social and academic integration. 

This study also chose to look at the success stories, the students who had 

transferred, since prior research has focused on the negative impact of teacher 
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expectations (Dougherty, 1994; Rist, 1970) and the role of counselors in cooling out 

student aspirations (Clark, 1960). By additionally focusing on students with reported 

uncertainty, this study was able to delve into the meaning-making of students who were, 

perhaps, most at risk of not transferring, those with “fuzzy” goals. Yet these students 

transferred despite their uncertainty. Even when messages of dire warnings were 

delivered, about the fate that awaited these students at the university, these students 

interpreted the messages as preparation statements and successfully transferred. Finally, 

in looking at teacher influence on goals, this study revealed the fluid nature of students’ 

goals, the fuzzy boundaries surrounding their goals, and the importance of nurturing and 

reinforcing those goals over a period of time. Teachers are in the position to, and have 

appeared to, contribute to the shaping and reinforcing of students’ transfer goals. 

  

Implications for Practice and Policy 

This study, through its focus on the value of understanding students’ 

interpretations, contributes to pragmatic considerations in recommendations to 

community college teachers, institutional administrators, and policy-makers. Firstly, 

recommendations to community college instructors include recognizing the effect of 

conscious or subconscious expectations they might have on their students’ achievement, 

hence messages about the differences they might expect at the university should be 

constructed with care but pragmatic in nature. As noted by Deil-Amen and Tevis (2010), 

students interpret their understanding of their grades and options in the context of 

information provided. If teachers are praising students for doing well in the community 
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college context, students may interpret that as an indication of excellence, when in fact 

they could be better preparing themselves for the rigorous expectations awaiting them at 

the university. Likewise, in their attempt to motivate students to transfer to a university, 

teachers might mislead students in believing the only option is their local institution, yet 

they may fare far better by considering other options. Since teacher agency emerged in 

passive as well as active contexts, and students interpreted even the direst warnings as 

preparation, teachers need clear communication training on how their messages might be 

interpreted. In this study, students whose goals were fuzzy interpreted warnings about 

how much more difficult and demanding the university would be, by remarkably 

interpreting the messages positively and gaining motivation from them.  However other 

students who did not transfer may have been more likely to interpret those messages 

negatively and shift their goals away from their fuzzy aspirations. Messages need to be 

constructed purposefully to guide students in the direction that best fits their strengths. 

Explicit messages about students’ readiness and honest critiques of the differences they 

might encounter at the university may ultimately serve more marginal students better than 

messages of “doom and gloom” about the transition they are aspiring to make. 

Nonetheless, if it is in students’ nature to compare themselves to their peers and heed the 

messages they receive from their teachers, then it is in the students’ best interest that 

teachers provide honest critiques and practical warnings. Their peers at the community 

college do not reflect the academic strengths they will typically encounter in their peers at 

the university, and students need to be apprised of these differences and prepared for 

them. 
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The findings in this study revealed the importance of teacher messages in 

supporting students’ decisions, motivating them to continue their pursuits and building 

their confidence by pointing out their capabilities. Many students at the community 

college are academically quite strong, but lack confidence and would benefit greatly by 

messages constructed to build confidence that reflect and do not belie their capabilities. 

Although students in this study found many of the warning messages realistic, providing 

informed encouragement, students whose goals are fuzzier, or self-esteem lower, may be 

more at-risk of interpreting those warning messages as reasons to shift away from their 

transfer aspirations. 

The current study and prior research have indicated that faculty influences 

contribute to students’ social and academic integration into academe, their academic 

decision-making, and their understanding of the institutional system (Cox, 2009, Deil-

Amen, 2010; Tinto, 1997). This study further points to the significance in students 

relying more on student-teacher interactions to help them navigate through institutional 

procedures than on their interactions with counselors and advisors. Therefore, faculty 

should recognize that they are responsible for providing cultural and social capital to 

those students who don’t have the forms of capital that will pay off in a university setting. 

Furthermore, faculty need to recognize that the parameter of their roles as teachers 

extends outside the curriculum to their roles as institutional agents, and as such are points 

of contact, in and out of the classroom, for students’ social and academic integration into 

the institution and academe.  
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This study also contributes pragmatically to institutional administrators and 

policy-makers in understanding the importance of teacher-student interactions in and 

outside of the classroom for students’ goal development and decision-making efforts 

toward transfer and other educational pursuits. One of the more salient findings in the 

present study is students’ greater reliance on teachers rather than advisors and counselors 

as points of contact for procedural information related to their transfer decisions. Yet the 

current policy of replacing full-time faculty with part-time faculty may be negatively 

affecting that dynamic. Post-secondary teachers hired in the 1960s and early 1970s are 

about to retire (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010), and when replaced at all, are being 

replaced primarily with part-time teachers. Because post-secondary teaching needs are 

expected to grow, due to the increase in the population of 18-24 year-olds, there should 

be concern of an also growing lopsided full-time/part-time ratio, in which part-time 

teachers far out-number full-time faculty. This trend is already developing. Currently, 

budgetary restraints have resulted in an increase in part-time faculty hires over full-time 

tenure-track faculty hires (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010). Because a significant 

portion of community college funding comes from state and local governments, state and 

local budgets will certainly impact hiring decisions in the future as well. In light of 

President Obama’s call for increased graduation rates in this country, institutional 

administrators and policy makers should take into consideration the effect of this hiring 

trend. Part-time teachers are often not provided with office space and because of the 

nature of the appointment are not on campus as much as full-time faculty and often teach 

at multiple campuses. Hence, an increase in part-time faculty hires could negatively 
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jeopardize student-teacher interaction time, which given the results of this study, would 

not bode well for students’ social and academic integration nor the shaping and 

reinforcing of their fuzzy goals. A cap must be replaced for the full-time/part-time ratio 

of faculty hires. Commitment to and knowledge of the institution should be fostered in 

the faculty since they function as institutional agents as representatives of the institution 

and act as information resources. Institutional administrators and policy makers should 

consider the valuable conduits of information for students they have in their instructors 

and provide them with the necessary resources to act within that capacity. 

To this end, funding should be allocated to teacher training centers, where 

teachers can access important information about the various options for students at the 

community college, as well as related university programs in and out of state. Findings 

revealed that information provided to students was generally related to the local 

university. However, when the local university is a Research I university, fewer 

community college students may fare well after transferring and encouraging them to do 

so can be seen more as a set-up for failure. Therefore, in-state and out-of-state university 

options, as well as institutional vocational programs must be made available based on 

honest evaluations of students’ academic preparedness. Furthermore, communication 

training should be offered at these teacher centers. Communication training can provide 

teachers with the skills to actively engage with students, helping students shape their 

goals and also how to recognize the impact of their own messages.  

Finally, teachers must be provided with the space and time to facilitate student-

teacher interaction before and after class time, when it is most convenient for commuter 
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students. The practice of having teachers teach at multiple campuses restricts students’ 

access to them and jeopardizes the relationships that this study has clearly shown to have 

positive influence on the shaping of students’ goals. Hence, attempts should be made to 

house teachers on a single campus as one would find in a department at a university. This 

contributes to easier access for students and stronger cohesion between the faculty and 

his or her institution, making them stronger, more committed institutional agents. 

 

Suggestions for Future Research  

 Subjectivity is at the core of Tinto’s theory and at the core of the findings in this 

study. The present study has looked at student-teacher interactions through the lens of 

symbolic interactionism in order to be true to the subjectivity of experience and meanings 

attributed to them. The findings revealed that community college students attributed 

significant influence from teachers regarding their transfer decisions. Further research 

into the qualitative experiences of student-teacher interactions that includes both students 

who did and did not transfer would be instructive. This comparison could tell us a 

number of things about different experiences but more importantly perhaps, the different 

meanings that students attribute to interactions that ultimately determine their behavioral 

responses and cognitive decision-making. Deeper understanding of how the various 

themes of influence play out can also provide the concepts that quantitative research can 

then operationalize and measure in the attempt to further explain the baccalaureate gap 

between community college students and their four-year counterparts. Likewise, having a 

clearer understanding of the nuanced meanings that students attribute to their interactions 
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with all institutional agents could help to provide stronger recommendations for ways to 

encourage and motivate students on their paths toward their aspirations. 

Although students who claim their intention is to transfer and yet do not should be 

included in future research; this should not be at the exclusion of studies on successful 

transfers. Understanding what works for students adds to our knowledge and practice just 

as much as discovering what doesn’t. Privileging qualitative approaches to understanding 

student experience allows for the subjectivity that is inherent in all experience and should 

not be overshadowed by large numbers that focus on generalizations at the expense of 

understanding these phenomena. 

 Since this research is on the student-teacher interaction, the importance of 

teachers’ subjective experience should not be overlooked. Hence more qualitative 

research employing similar procedures is encouraged to investigate teachers’ experiences 

of the student-teacher interactions. Research questions that might guide this query could 

include: How do teachers describe teacher-student interactions as they pertain to 

students’ social and academic integration attempts? And, how do teachers determine with 

whom they interact in student-teacher interactions and what the purpose of those 

interactions should be? Do teachers recognize and accept their role as conveyors of 

cultural and social capital? Additionally, due to the shift from full to more part-time 

faculty, influences on changes in teacher-student interactions might be looked at in terms 

of how faculty adjust in order to facilitate these interactions or find that they move away 

from them. Of further interest, is research on the different experiences of teacher-student 

interactions as described by part-time and full-time faculty. 
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 Finally, incorporating the themes that emerged in this study into surveys and 

quantitative analyses of transfer and persistence could perhaps better inform our 

understanding of the key processes within the institution that contribute to the degree 

completion gap between community college and four-year college beginners and the key 

supports that might mitigate this gap. 

 

Conclusion 

The community college sector serves nearly half of all higher education students, 

and yet research indicates that students who begin at the community college are 11-33% 

less likely to obtain a baccalaureate degree than students who begin at the four-year 

institution. This phenomenon is referred to as the baccalaureate gap. What contributes to 

the transfer gap is still unknown. This study sought to examine a potential influence that 

has not been explored very well in prior research. To that end, the study employed 

symbolic interactionism to investigate the nuances at play in teacher-student interactions 

and the meanings that students attribute to those interactions. Because students who have 

transferred to a four-year institution are models of education continuation and success, 

this research focused on the success stories. What worked for these students? What 

challenges did they face? How did they describe the interactions with their teachers as 

influencing their goals? 

Despite their fuzzy goals, students in this study became success models. They told 

stories that explained what contributed to their academic decisions. Through the students’ 

stories, this study was able to reach a more nuanced understanding of the exchange of 
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meaning in teacher-student interactions, how students interpreted that meaning, and how 

their interpretations affected their goals and subsequent actions. Although recent studies 

have begun exploring these interactions in more detail (Cox, 2009; Deil-Amen, 2010), 

this study remains the only study to get at the importance of teachers’ influence on 

students’ transfer decisions. Furthermore, this study found various forms of teacher 

agency that students interpreted as influential, indicating that the ways in which teachers 

engage with their students is as nuanced as the interpretations students place on them. 

President Obama has called for a sharp increase of degree attainment in this 

country by 2020. Community colleges serve over half of the higher education population, 

and this number is expected to increase over the next decade. The baccalaureate gap is 

one area that must be addressed head-on if we are to heed the call of the President. 

Students entering the community college sector with goals of obtaining a four-year 

degree cannot continue to be disadvantaged in doing so. However, we also cannot expect 

that more transfer students will necessarily lead to more four-year degrees. Directing 

students to reach their potential is not a one-size-fits all endeavor. Students should not be 

guided in a direction for which they are under-prepared, unaware of the increased rigors 

awaiting them at the university. 

This study has pointed to the influences of institutional agents, primarily teachers 

who have the capacity to provide students with necessary information to make their goals 

attainable. We must offer teachers the support to continue what they are doing that is 

working, to learn how to better serve students in ways that fit individual capabilities, and 

to be able to function fully as institutional agents providing necessary cultural and social 
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capital to those students who need it to be successful at the university. In our search to 

understand and perhaps some day remedy the gap, we should not lose sight that teachers 

matter. 
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 APPENDIX A 

TRANSFER STUDENT SURVEY  
 

 
 

This survey was created in Survey Monkey, an online format. 
 
 
 
Family Education: 
 
 
What college experiences do members of your immediate family have?  
 

Graduated Graduated from Graduated from Attended but Never  
from a 4-year a 2-year but not a technical did not graduate Attended 
college  4-year college college  from college College 

 
 
Father  
Mother 
Brother/Sister1 
Brother/Sister2 
Brother/Sister3 
Brother/Sister4 
Grandparent with 
   Highest education 
 
 
 
The following questions ask about what got you thinking about college while you 
were in high school. 
 
 

1.) When I was in high school, I thought I would go to college. 
 
Always Much of the time  Sometimes  Almost never  Never 
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2.) When I was in I started thinking I would go to college after speaking to the 
following persons: 

 
Strongly Agree Agree  Neither  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

         Agree nor Disagree 
 
An immediate 
Family member 
    (father, mother, 
    brother, sister, 
    grandparent) 
 
A high school 
teacher 
 
Someone outside 
of school or family 
 
Comment box: “What was said that started you thinking about going to college? 
 
 
 

3.) When I was in high school: 
 
Most of my friends were planning on going to college.   
 
Some of my friends were planning on going to college.  
 
One or two of my Friends were planning on going to college.   
 
None of my friends were planning on going to college.  
 
 
 
The next questions ask about your college goals and experiences once you were at 
your community college 
 

4.) When I first enrolled at the community college, I was not sure if I wanted to 
transfer to a four-year university.  

 
Strongly Agree Agree  Neither  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

           Agree nor Disagree 
 
Comment box: “What were your thoughts about transferring? 
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5.) When I first enrolled at the community college, I knew I would transfer to a 
university. 

 
Strongly Agree Agree  Neither  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

          Agree nor Disagree 
 
Comment: box: “Why did you think you would transfer?” 
 
 
 

6.) Although I knew I wanted to transfer to a 4-year university, there were times 
when I was not sure I would actually do so. 

 
Strongly Agree Agree  Neither  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

           Agree nor Disagree 
 
Comment Box: “What were the reasons you thought you might not transfer?” 
 
 
 

7.) Sometimes I thought that the university would be a lot harder for me than my 
community college. 

 
Strongly Agree Agree  Neither  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

           Agree nor Disagree 
 

8.) For the following people AT YOUR COMMUNITY COLLEGE how much 
influence did they have on your decision to transfer to the university? 
 

A lot of influence  Some influence Little influence  No influence 
                 
Counselors 
Advisors 
Teachers 
Classmates 
 
Comment Box: “If influenced, how did they contribute to your decision?” 
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9.) For the following people OUTSIDE OF YOUR COMMUNITY COLLEGE how 
much influence did they have on your decision to transfer to the university? 

   
A lot of influence  Some influence  Little influence  No influence 
 

Parents 
Brother/Sister 
Friends 
Workmates 
Community 
Members 
  (neighbor, 
   priest, etc.) 
University  
Personnel 
 
Comment Box:  “If someone else influenced you, please indicate who and to what 
extent:” 
 
 

10.) At least one of my community college teachers told me that the university would 
be harder than my community college. 

 
Strongly Agree Agree  Neither  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

           Agree nor Disagree 
 
Comment Box: “What kinds of things did they say?” 
 
 

11.) To what extent did your community college teachers try to encourage or 
discourage you in your decision to transfer to a 4-year university? 

 
Strongly Encouraged  Some encouragement Neither   Some discouragement Strongly Discouraged 
     Encouraged or Discouraged 
 
Comment Box: “Describe, if you can, how you were encouraged or discouraged:” 
 
 

12.) At least one of my community college teachers helped me with the decision to 
transfer to the 4-year university. 

 
Strongly Agree Agree  Neither  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

           Agree nor Disagree 
 
Comment Box: “Describe, if you can, how your teacher helped you in your decision:” 
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13.) I considered at least one of my community college teachers as my friend while 
enrolled at the community college. 

 
Strongly Agree Agree  Neither  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

               Agree nor Disagree 
 
 

14.) In my last semester at the community college, I talked to my community college 
teacher for 

   Approx.  Approx.  Approx. 
1//wk  1/mo  2/mo  1/sem  Never  

Emotional Support 
Or Guidance 
 
Social Support  
Or Guidance 
 
Academic Support 
Or Guidance 
 
Financial Support  
Or Guidance 
 
 
 

15.) I requested a letter of reference/recommendation from one or more of my 
community college teachers. 

 
For university application:  YES    NO   
 
For job application:   YES    NO    

 
 
 
 

16.) How often did you think you might not transfer to a 4-year university? 
 

All the time  Very Frequently  Sometimes Seldom  Never 
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17.) I knew about the university before I began the transfer process because of the 
following: 

 
More than 10 times 5-9 Times 2-4 Times Once  Never  

 
I attended 
sporting events 
at the university 
 
I attended 
academic events 
sponsored by the  
university 
 
I attended 
arts events at the  
university (plays,  
ballets, art shows, 
concerts, etc.) 
 
I attended 
informational sessions 
about the university  
 
 
Comment Box: “Other ways you learned about the university:” 
 
 
 

18.) How much influence did the following people have on your decision to pursue a 
four-year degree? 

 
   A lot of influence          Some influence Little influence No influence 
 
 
High school teacher 
High school counselor 
Community college teacher 
Community college counselor 
University professor 
University advisor 
University recruiter 
University admissions staff 
Financial aid staff 
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Background Information: 

Current Age: (Under 18; 18-22; 23-28; 29-34; 35-40; 41-50; Over 50) 

 

What ethnicity do you identify yourself with: 

Caucasian, African-American; Native-American; Asian/Pacific Islander; 

Hispanic; Multi-ethnic; Other, 

Please Specify     

 

What is your gender: (Male; Female)    

 

How old were you when you first started at the community college? 

(Under 18; 18-22; 23-28; 29-34; 35-40; 41-50; Over 50) 

 

Community college you attended:          

 

Zip code where you lived while attending your community college:    

 

What is your current major at the university?  

 

When you were admitted to the university, what class rank were you put in? 

 (Freshman, Sophomore, Junior, Senior)  
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Survey Conclusion 
 
The following information will guide you through the process of completing this survey 
and entering the drawing for the iPod Touch 
 
Is there a question you wish we had asked you about your transfer process? 
 
No,  I can’t think of anything you missed. 
Yes,  I wish you had asked me about the following: 
 
Comment Box (limit 300 characters) 
 
 
Please indicate whether or not you would be interested in possibly being interviewed for 
this study on the transfer process: 
 
No, I would not be interested in being interviewed.    
Yes, I would be interested in being interviewed.    
 Please provide your email address to be possibly contacted for interview: 
             
 
Please indicate whether or not you wish to be included in the drawing for the iPod Touch 
 
No,  I do not want to be included in the drawing 
Yes,  I do want to be included in the drawing 

Please provide your email address to be included in the drawing for the iPod 
Touch 
            

 
Once you submit this survey, your email address will be entered into the iPod Touch 
drawing if you have provided your email address in the space above. If you have friends 
from the community college who were going to transfer to the university, but changed 
their mind and did not transfer, please ask them if they would like to take the survey and 
list their names and email addresses in the spaces below, before submitting this survey. 
You may also have them contact me directly at: dleonard@email.arizona.edu. For each 
person you recommend who completes and submits a survey, your name will be entered 
again into the iPod Touch drawing. Once your friends complete the survey, their names 
will be submitted as well. 
 
Name and Email Address 
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Submit 
 

Thank you for taking the survey. 
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

Interview Questions – CC Transfer Students 

Background Information: Will be entered off the survey 

1. What do you think is the most important purpose of a community college? 

 

2. When you were in high school, did you have plans for college?  What were your 

plans?  Did they ever change over time?  How? 

 

3. How did you learn about college? family? friends? high school teachers? 

counselors? others? 

 

4. What were your initial reasons for attending community college? Did those 

reasons change? If so, how? 

 

5. When you enrolled at the community college, did you plan to transfer to the 

university? 

 

6. Did you ever question your decision to transfer to the university? 
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7. Who at the community college did you depend on the most in deciding to transfer 

from your community college to the university? How did they assist you? 

 

8. Who at the community college did you depend on the least in making your 

transfer decisions? Did they hinder the process? 

 

9. Did any community college teacher ever encourage or discourage you from 

transferring to the university? If so, how did they do that? 

 

10. Did your community college teachers ever talk about the university? What it 

would be like as a student? Or what the university could offer? If so, how did they 

talk about the university? Can you provide specific examples? 

 

11. Did your community college teachers ever encourage you to enroll in a vocational 

or occupational program? Did they ever discourage you? If so, how did they do 

that? 

 

12. Did you ever rely on your community college teachers for information to assist 

you in making decisions about transferring to the university or applying for an 

occupational program? If so, in what did you rely on your teacher 
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13. Did you ever feel like you might not make it in the university? If so, what 

encouraged you to transfer anyway? 

 

14. Is there a question you wish I had asked you about your decision to transfer? 
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