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ABSTRACT 

 This project examines the systemic causes of transfer shock, the phenomenon 

wherein students transitioning onto a university campus from a community college 

experience a drop in their grade point average (GPA) in their first semester of transfer. 

Previous research has focused on student characteristics that are predictive of transfer 

shock, but few researchers have approached this topic from the perspective of the 

students themselves. This study seeks to understand how transfer students experience the 

initial transition onto the four-year university campus and the interactions with 

managerial professionals, and how those interactions impact the likelihood of students 

experiencing transfer shock or not. I used the work of Tinto (1975) and Deil-Amen 

(2011), as well as interviews with 15 transfer students, to theorize that students’ 

procedural interactions are significant for their socio-academic integration. This study 

demonstrates the process of socio-academic integration and highlights the ways that the 

institution can support or impede student academic performance and success.    
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 “I had to like, cry in front of you for you to put me into a class?” Sarah described 

her experience registering for her first semester at Southwest U. She is one of many 

students at the large, public university in the southwestern United States, who shared her 

stories of her stressful transition into Southwest U from another college. In the above 

passage, Sarah described an encounter with an academic adviser in which she broke 

down crying when she thought she wasn’t going to get into a class she needed. Her 

experience was not an uncommon one among transfer students; many transfer student 

experience stress and challenges in transitioning from one college to another. But Sarah 

had a slightly different outcome than other transfer students, in that she earned a 3.8 

grade point average (GPA) in her first semester. She did not experience a phenomenon 

called transfer shock.  

 Transfer shock refers to the common incidence of transfer students— many of 

whom transfer from a community college to a university—where their cumulative GPA 

at their previous institution drops dramatically in their first semester at their current 

institution (Hill, 1965; Cejda, 1997). This study analyzed 15 transfer student experiences 

to explore the potential roots and causes—outside of the existing assumption surrounding 

the difference in academic expectations and conditions— of transfer shock.   

Although community college students graduate at the same rate as their peers who 

started at the four-year college (Melguizo, Kienzl, and Alfonzo, 2011), GPA can impact 

students’ competitiveness and admissibility for internships or graduate school. 

Institutional competition for legitimacy has created an environment for students where 
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measurable attributes like GPA matter (Ehrenberg, 2002). Students who are competing 

for internships, careers with prestigious employers, or admission into graduate school 

need to legitimize their undergraduate work through GPA. Fewer semesters may 

disproportionately and negatively impact transfer students compared to students who 

remain at the same university all four years, because they have less semesters to bring 

their GPA up from the initial drop in their first semester. This may have a negative 

impact on workforce preparation and the national economy. 

In their report, The Undereducated American, Carnevale and Rose (2011) argued 

that economic growth is related to degree production. Employers are in need of highly 

skilled workers to increase efficiency, and although the earning potential for the college-

educated workforce has steadily increased since the 1980s, earnings for high school 

graduates or less have steadily decreased. In the report, Projections of Jobs and 

Education Requirements Through 2018, Carnevale, Smith, and Strohl (2010), stated that 

the growing economy would create 13.8 million new jobs and 33 million replacement 

jobs by 2018, and about one-third of those would require a bachelor’s degree. Increased 

call for a college education and decreased demand for a high school education narrows 

the pathway to the middle class. What used to be considered the preferred route to access 

the middle class will likely become the only route by 2018 (Carnevale, Smith, and Strohl, 

2010).   

Given the adverse impact transferring from a community college can have on a 

student’s college outcomes, it is important to understand community college transfer 

students’ share of higher education. Fifty-seven percent of all first year college students 

attend a two-year public college (NCES, 2010). Of students who began college in a 
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public, two-year college in the 1995-1996 academic year, roughly 23 percent transferred 

to a four-year university (Peter, Cataldi, and Carroll, 2005). This means that 

approximately 13 percent of the college going population start in a community college 

and transfer to a four-year institution. Students who begin in community college are more 

likely to be low-income, first generation college students than students who begin college 

in a four-year institution (Haachandler, Sikora, Horn, and Carroll, 2003). Students who 

start higher education in community college make up a 57 percent of the post-secondary 

education population, and community college transfer students are a growing segment of 

the four-year university population. Given that approximately 13 percent (and growing) 

of all higher education students have so few semesters, transfer shock has the potential to 

keep them from employment, scholarship, and co-curricular opportunities.  Studying this 

phenomenon will help universities to address the causes of transfer shock and help 

students transfer more successfully. 

This study seeks to understand the perspectives of transfer students who 

experienced a drop in grades in their first semester of transfer, and those who did not. I 

used a framework of persistence and resiliency to analyze interviews of 15 transfer 

students. The purpose of this research is to understand the process of transferring and the 

key ways that transfer students interact with their university context that might explain 

the differences in GPAs or transfer shock experiences.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Defining Key Points: Persistence, Resilience, and Procedure  

Student persistence and retention are most widely framed through Tinto’s Theory 

of Student Departure (1975). Where persistence refers to the student’s ability to complete 

a degree, retention refers to the university’s ability to keep students through to degree 

completion. These concepts share the concern over degree completion, but from two 

different perspectives (Berger, Blanco Ramirez, and Lyons, 2012). Tinto’s theory mainly 

revolves around student characteristics and intentions upon entrance into post-secondary 

education; along with processes he named academic integration and social integration. 

Academic integration (AI) has two components: formal and informal. Formal AI 

measures academic performance, and informal refers to the quality of interaction between 

students and faculty. Social integration (SI) is also split into formal and informal 

components. Formal SI is the student’s involvement in official clubs and extra-curricular 

activities through the university. Informal social integration refers to student relationships 

and interactions that do not take place in the context of formal student organizations. 

Tinto’s framework guides institutional retention efforts, and managerial professionals and 

university administrators assess program effectiveness based on AI and SI. 

Retention efforts are reflected in institutional actions and interventions designed 

to keep students from admission to graduation. Throughout history, state and federal 

legislation such as the GI Bill and the Civil Rights Act has influenced retention, along 

with programs like financial aid. Retention efforts stem from an acknowledgement that 

barriers exist in student persistence and the institution has a responsibility to intervene, 
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especially when those barriers are systemic. Although retention is defined as the 

university’s responsibility to ensure an institutional climate that supports students and 

minimizes systemic barriers to access, much of the literature around retention is still 

framed around how managerial professionals can help a deficient student persist instead 

of helping a flawed institution retain a student. This approach keeps administrators and 

managerial professionals from understanding the institution’s role in preventing students 

from persisting to graduation, ignoring the ways that students experience their 

surroundings. 

 Another central concept to this study is the idea of resiliency. Resiliency theory is 

not often applied to post-secondary education research. It is mainly used in drug 

rehabilitation and adolescent development studies, but I will be using it in this study to 

discuss formal academic integration among community college transfer students. 

Although easily represented by grade point average, the concept of academic integration 

has been poorly operationalized in prior research. My study will therefore attempt to 

examine the features of this integration process in a more nuanced way. A student’s 

ability to be resilient enough to avoid a drop in their GPA post-transfer (transfer shock) 

may be relevant. Resiliency theory seeks to explain why some youth grow up to be 

healthy adults despite their adolescent exposure to risks. Within this framework, 

adolescents have varying degrees of “contextual, social, and individual variables” called 

protective factors that mitigate contact with risk (Zimmerman, 2013, p. 381). Risk may 

be defined as factors that predispose an individual to negative outcomes. Not many 

people have utilized the concept of resiliency when studying community college transfer 
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students and academic integration. For the purpose of this study, I will define resiliency 

as a transfer student’s ability to avoid transfer shock. 

 Resiliency is used to describe success in spite of exposure to an adverse or risky 

environment. In the context of community college transfer students, that adverse 

environment is the receiving institution. Transfer students who do not experience transfer 

shock are resilient to the challenging situation of transitioning into a university, learning 

new administrative processes, and integrating academically.  

 Lastly, procedure should be defined. Procedure refers to the bureaucratic 

processes that are not defined as academic integration, but are necessary for the student to 

academically integrate into the university. These include academic advising, credit 

transferring, course registration, and other interactions with managerial professionals, 

professional staff whose role is to administer systems of student massification (Rhoades 

and Sporn, 2002). Retention is a central component to the work of managerial 

professionals, and procedure is the unique language spoken at each university that moves 

students closer to degree completion. Procedure can have a significant impact a transfer 

student’s likelihood of retention, an aspect that hasn’t been studied previously in the 

literature. 

Transfer students have a noteworthy share of the higher education undergraduate 

population. According to a 2005 NCES report using survey data from students beginning 

college in 1995-96, 40 percent of students attended more than one institution during their 

undergraduate education. Of those students, 21 percent attended three institutions and 4 

percent had attended four or more. Twenty-six percent co-enrolled—or enrolled at two or 

more colleges at the same time. This report provided descriptive statistics regarding 
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transfer. Of students who transferred, 13.3 percent of students who started at a 

community college and 14.7 percent of students who started at a four-year university 

transferred laterally, meaning they did not change their level of institution in their first 

transfer (Peter and Cataldi, 2005). This distribution of transfer students across levels and 

sectors is diverse and ought to open up some conversation about how to support these 

students in attaining their educational goals.  

How Upward Transfer Impacts Transfer Shock and Resiliency  

 In their report, Peter and Cataldi (2005) found that transfer had a negative impact 

on degree completion within six years when controlling for race, gender, and 

socioeconomic quartile. They also found that co-enrollment had a positive relationship 

with persistence. They noted, however, that this could be due to the fact that transfer 

students have a tendency to take longer to finish their coursework than native students. 

Melguizo, Kienzl, and Alfonso (2011) found through propensity score matching analysis 

that once students transferred from a two-year to a four-year university, their likelihood 

of graduating with bachelor’s degrees mirrored students who stayed at their four-year 

university throughout their education. Other research suggests the opposite, that having a 

3.25 GPA or lower as a transfer student—as well as having other risk factors—negatively 

impacts persistence to degree completion. Whether or not transferring from community 

college impacts persistence, most scholars agree that students experience a dip in their 

grade point average during their first semester at a four-year university (Hills, 1965; 

Cejda, 1997). 

A meta-analysis of 62 studies measuring the magnitude of transfer shock reported 

that although most students experience a drop in grades, the drop averaged about a half a 
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grade point. Of the 49 studies that found a pattern of transfer shock among community 

college transfer students, 33 reported that students recovered some or most of their GPA 

by graduation. The authors urged four-year institutions’ admissions offices to consider 

the rate of transfer shock recovering when making admissions decisions, instead of only 

focusing on the students’ potential drop in grades (Diaz, 1992). This study focused on the 

patterns of grade change among students transferring from a two-year to a four-year 

college. There is no attempt to explain the cause of transfer shock or grade recovery. 

How Student Characteristics Impact Resiliency   

As I mentioned previously, much of the literature on transfer students has 

articulated the experience of community college students who transfer to a four-year 

institution to earn a bachelor’s degree. It centers on two main perspectives: student or 

institutional characteristics related to students’ academic persistence, and demographic, 

psychosocial, environmental characteristics and their relationship with academic 

persistence (Laanan, 2001). Lanaan wrote that community college transfer students are 

likely to experience “a complex adjustment process—academically, socially, and 

psychologically—because of the environmental differences between two- and four-year 

institutions” (p. 11). He recommended that institutions communicate better with students 

about potential changes so that they may be more aware of the transitional stress that they 

might experience. 

Other researchers have explored different variables in upward transfer attainment 

of community college students and transfer student persistence and resiliency. Townsend, 

McNerny, and Arnold (1993) found in a correlation analysis to measure the relationships 

between and among variables that community college cumulative GPA was the most 
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significant predictor of academic success at the receiving institution. Wang (2012) 

studied the relationship between psychosocial variables and upward transfer attainment of 

community college students, and Dennis, Calvillo, and Gonzalez (2008) studied the role 

of psychosocial variables in the persistence of students who had transferred to a large 

university. Wang found that self-concept was a small predictor of upward transfer when 

controlling for race, ethnicity, and SES, as well as high school preparation variables. 

Dennis et al. found that students with low peer support were more likely to leave school 

without graduating and recommended social integration interventions to help students 

connect. They also found that students with an average self-reported level of commitment 

to career goals and low first semester GPAs had a higher likelihood of dropping out than 

other typologies in their study. These students also had large peer support groups and 

were younger than the average transfer student—closer to the “traditional” college-going 

age. Townsend et al. (1993), Wang (2012) and Dennis et al. (2008) engaged in important 

research to discover what individual characteristics were predictive of transfer shock, but 

their quantitative analysis may not have captured specifically how students perceive and 

interpret the process of transitioning into the four-year university.  

 Transfer Student Capital (TSC) was a concept used to explore some of the 

characteristics and skills that community college transfer students used to succeed and 

persist in the four-year institutional setting. Through predictive quantitative modeling, 

Lanaan, Starrobin, and Eggleston (2010) analyzed the impact the knowledge accumulated 

during community college has on four-year institutional retention. They found that prior 

knowledge of study skills had a statistically significant positive impact on students’ 
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academic performance, and prior experience with academic advising had a statistically 

significant negative impact on students’ academic performance after transfer. 

How Community College Characteristics Impact Resiliency 

The findings from Lanaan et al.’s (2010) study about the negative impact that 

prior experience with academic counseling seems to mirror the findings from Lanaan’s 

(1996) study on the impact of transfer preparatory programs at the community college. In 

a single-site quantitative analysis on transfer adjustment, students enrolled in a 

preparatory program at their community college to prepare them to a four-year institution 

experienced a more significant drop in grades than students who had not been enrolled in 

the preparatory program. These results seemed counter-intuitive at first glance, because 

preparatory programs are presumably designed to help students succeed and persist post-

transition. The author concluded that the nurturing environment of a community college 

(particularly a preparatory program) might not prepare students psychologically for 

transition into four-year universities. An alternate explanation is that four-year 

institutions could and should engage more intentionally with transfer students regardless 

of preparation in order to ensure their academic success and persistence, particularly in 

helping them navigate procedure.  

 In both of these studies, students who received more support and input from 

academic advisers in the community college setting tended to experience a greater 

dissonance in their receiving institution, potentially because the receiving institution 

offered so little support and guidance. The academic support that student became 

accustomed to at one institution was subsequently unavailable at their transfer institution.   
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 Lanaan et al. (2010) also found that a negative stigma associated with being a 

community college transfer student had a negative impact on academic integration, and 

that community college transfer students’ perceptions of the institutional environment 

also negatively impacted academic performance. More important than the analysis of 

TSC may be the notion that organizational behavior at four-year universities has a 

disproportionately negative impact on the academic performance of transfer students 

when compared to peers who started at a four-year university. This result calls for further 

research on transfer student perception of university policy and practice.  

How Procedure in Four-Year Institutions Impacts Resiliency 

Very few studies have attempted to understand the receiving institution’s role in 

causing or preventing transfer shock. Through qualitative interviews with managerial 

professionals, one case-study found that managerial professionals did not understand the 

needs of transfer students, and organizational structures limited the amount of support 

that faculty and staff were able to provide them (Tobolowsky and Cox, 2012). They 

argued that institutional influences might actively yet very subtly shape the transfer 

student experience. These findings support Birnbaum’s (2000) theory of virtual adoption, 

in that managerial professionals were expected to help a population that they knew little 

about.  

Gaps in Existing Literature 

Although there is a great deal of literature on transfer shock, most of it operates 

on the assumption that the phenomenon is isolated to community college students. 

However, there is evidence that transferring from one four-year institution to another can 

impact persistence and academic performance as well. Li (2010) found that students who 
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directly transfer from one four-year institution to another are 30 percent less likely to 

complete their bachelor’s degree within six years than students who start and finish their 

degree at the same college with no interruption. Students who take time away from 

school before transitioning into a new four-year institution are 70 percent less likely to 

complete their bachelor’s degree within six years than their peers who stay continuously 

at the same institution. This means that although much of the literature on baccalaureate 

attainment of transfer students pertains to students coming through the community 

college pipeline, transition into a four-year university can present challenges to students 

with a variety of educational backgrounds. This may dispute the existing assumption that 

transfer shock occurs because of environmental factors or differences in academic rigor 

between community colleges and four-year institutions. If transfer shock impacts lateral 

transfer as well as upward transfer students, then researchers may need to re-focus on 

institutional systems and characteristics that intensify the difficulty of transfer, leading to 

transfer shock.  

Transfer students have been studied to explore the transfer shock phenomenon, 

but mainly through quantitative methods using the GPA as a measurable outcome. 

Quantitative methods work well for exploring trends and understanding how transition 

can impact diverse categories of students, but these methods may be imprecise measures 

of how students engage with their contexts to overcome challenges. In order to explore 

the drop in grades as a symptom of transfer shock, rather than an outcome, qualitative 

research might be a useful tool. Qualitative research allows for exploration of the causes 

of the drop in grades by understanding the perspectives and behaviors of individual 

students.  
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Other studies using qualitative methods have also focused on students who 

experienced a drop in GPA in their first semester. Exploring the negative case—students 

who did not experience a drop in GPA in their first semester—allows for the researcher 

to explore the possible causes of transfer shock. Examining students who did not 

experience the transfer shock phenomenon allows for the possibility that transfer shock 

does not have to be a trend in higher education. If some students can overcome the 

challenges of transitioning into a new university, there may be implications for 

institutions to consider about better ways to support transfer students in their first 

semester. 

Much of the research also emphasizes the role of the students, student 

characteristics, and the impact of community college interventions in the transfer shock 

phenomenon. Student interaction with managerial professionals has not been studied in-

depth and from the perspective of the student. This study seeks to explore the four-year 

institution’s role in causing transfer shock by using phenomenological methodology. 

The phenomenological approach emphasizes the subjective perspectives, 

understandings, and framings of the population being studied. Data collection focuses on 

the subjectivity of the participant’s experiences, as well as the meaning and context the 

participant creates from those experiences (Seidman, 2006). The issue of transfer shock 

has been explored through multiple analytical angles, but an examination of the transfer 

experience from the viewpoints of students who did and did not experience transfer shock 

may help further explain the cause of the issue. Prior analysis has provided an important 

framework.  A synthesis of students’ perceptions and behaviors on their experience can 
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frame future research to look closer at how transfer students engage with their context to 

persist and attain their educational and professional goals. 
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CHAPTER 3 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 The existing assumption on the origin of transfer shock is that four-year university 

coursework is more rigorous and challenging than coursework at the two-year 

community college, and a drop in GPA reflects that. Empirical evidence supports this 

assumption, but this explanation is incomplete. Some students do not experience a drop 

in GPA transitioning from a community college to a four-year institution. Other students’ 

GPAs drop when they transfer between four-year institutions (Li, 2010). Academic 

transfer shock is a phenomenon that does not have to happen. With the significant 

population of students who attend multiple institutions during the course of their 

undergraduate education, there is a significant need to address the cause of transfer shock 

and the role managerial professionals can play to decrease its occurrence and support 

transfer students to earn competitive GPAs.  

 This study was preceded by a pilot study using grounded theory to explore 

transfer shock. In a single-site case study at a large, public university, I analyzed the 

interview transcripts of five transfer students whose grade point average for their first 

semester after transferring was comparable to or higher than their cumulative grade point 

average at their previous institution. Through that analysis, I developed the conceptual 

framework and methods for this study. 

As I stated in the previous chapter, applying the resiliency framework to transfer 

shock demonstrates the way that psychological and sociological characteristics allow 

students to academically integrate, or avoid a drop in GPA, even in a challenging or risk-

inducing environment. Tinto’s (1975) Model of Student Departure is the most widely 
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used—and arguably the most widely critiqued—model of persistence in student 

development theory. Tinto posited that students’ social connection to their campus 

influences their ability to persist to degree attainment. He also argued that academic 

integration—congruence between a student’s skills and abilities and the expectations of 

the academic environment—influences persistence. Critics have argued that Tinto’s view 

of student persistence and departure is too narrow and does not account for more diverse 

student populations, such as community college students. Figure 1 demonstrates Tinto’s 

basic framework. 

Figure 1. Tinto’s (1975) Model of Student Departure 

 

 Deil-Amen (2011) argued that Tinto’s model was flawed, but some of its 

components could still apply to community college students in understanding integration. 

In her study, she explored how students experience social and academic integration in the 

community college setting. She coined the term socio-academic integration, which 
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recognized that since most students who matriculate at a community college do not 

depart from their communities of origin, the locus of social interactions in a community 

college setting occurs within and around the academic context and not through formal 

and informal student activities. She argued that adjusting the classroom environment and 

interactions between students and between students and instructors to generate social 

integration with peers and faculty supports the academic integration tenets of Tinto’s 

theory. 

 Tinto and Deil-Amen have stressed the importance of faculty and peer integration 

in persistence and academic success, and the findings in the studies on transfer students 

have supported these claimed to an extent, but perhaps the focus on social and academic 

integration has ignored some key players that work with students in their transition to an 

institution: managerial professionals. Few researchers have touched on the role that 

managerial professionals play in the transition experiences of transfer students. Yet in my 

pilot study, students described the salience of their interactions with managerial 

professionals, either positively or negatively, in their perceptions of their transfer 

experience. Persistence, resiliency, and procedure are not talked about in the same 

conversation for transfer students, and this could be an important piece of the puzzle in 

the analysis of transfer shock. 

 Figure 2 suggests how the role of managerial professionals is relevant to transfer 

student success within the context of Tinto’s Model of Student Departure. 
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Figure 2. Conceptural Framework of Transfer Student Resiliency 

 

A framework that is inclusive of managerial professionals in student persistence also 

includes the institution as a factor that impacts the success of transfer students. This is 

important, because theories about student persistence often emphasize individual 

characteristics of students over organizational characteristics. There may be institutional 

features and behaviors that negatively impact community college transfer student 

resiliency, regardless of student characteristics.  

The framework developed from my pilot research also deviated from Tinto’s 

model in the acknowledgment of the interaction between goals and commitments, 

external commitments/relationships, and intentions. Specifically, Tinto framed external 

commitments as a factor that belonged outside of a person’s identity as a student and their 
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integration into the university environment. In contrast, my pilot data suggested a close 

tie between students’ external commitments and relationships and their degree goals and 

commitments. My pilot data suggested that these external factors contributed to student 

resiliency to transfer shock.  Participants related their commitment to their education to 

family, personal relationships, and responsibilities outside of the university. In Figure 2, I 

connected intentions and external commitments/relationships with the term intrinsic 

motivation. I found that intrinsic motivation was derived from intentions and external 

commitments and relationships to solidify goals and commitments. Again, on the right 

side of the figure, I connected those themes instead of using Tinto’s model, which 

deprioritizes external commitments. Tinto’s theory with the two modifications—the 

combination of intentions, external commitments/relationships, and goals and 

commitments, and the addition of procedural interactions with managerial 

professionals—provided the conceptual framework for my research on transfer student 

resiliency.  

 Although P-20 researchers have made the case that strengthening the transfer 

pipeline has significant benefits for the public good, one quantitative analysis of 

community college transfer attainment indicated that statewide articulation agreements 

do not impact actual rates of transfer when compared to states without articulation 

agreements (Anderson, Sun, and Alfonso, 2006). Another noted that state characteristics 

and policies did not impact rate of transfer, whereas the organizational structure of 

community colleges did (Roksa, 2006). This examination of policy shows the importance 

of studying institutional practice through the perspective of transfer students themselves.  
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A key tenet of virtual adoption is that policies are instituted, but organizational 

behavior is not adjusted to serve the policies’ purpose. In the case of strengthening the 

transfer pipeline, many states have created articulation agreements between in-state 

community colleges and four-year universities. One reason that adequate organizational 

change may not occur is that policy is supposed to address an issue that is poorly 

understood. In the case of transfer students from community college, university 

administrators may rely on traditional strategies for social and academic integration 

without first examining fundamental differences in the backgrounds and needs of 

students who start at a community college compared to students who start at a four-year 

university. Strategies used to retain traditional students, such as residential hall programs 

and on-campus tutoring services, potentially exclude transfer students as their needs are 

unknown or assumed.  

I contend that students’ experience with managerial professionals impacts their 

academic integration into the university, and that the adoption of a statewide articulation 

agreement masks the areas of practice where the four-year institution neglects the needs 

of community college transfer students. My hypothesis, based on my pilot study, is that 

students who do not experience a decrease in grade point average have strong 

commitments to professional or educational goals, which can be strengthened by external 

commitments, and these goals help students overcome procedural challenges inherent in 

community college transfer and remain focused on academic integration, avoiding the 

initial transfer shock. Strong academic integration helps students to reach their goals and 

persist to graduation with competitive academic performance.    
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODS 

I used a qualitative approach to understanding perspectives of participants in this 

study. Through the qualitative approach, the researcher and the participant construct 

knowledge mutually. Findings allow the researcher to formulate theory using the 

perspective of the participant. The conclusions from this study may be used to re-

conceptualize and to conduct further qualitative or quantitative analysis on transfer 

students, resiliency, and transfer shock. I interviewed a total of fifteen student 

participants. Seven participants achieved a grade point average of a 3.5 or higher in their 

first semester of transfer, and eight participants did not.  

Sampling 

I wanted to capture the common characteristics of having experienced a drop in 

GPA or not with my two sample groups (Maxwell, 2013). By purposefully sampling 

students I sought to explore the contexts in which the students in this case study 

experienced the four-year university and the differing processes by which the students 

engaged with their new environment. 

My methods of sampling met the criterion for two goals of purposeful sampling. I 

wanted to capture the experience of transfer students by representing a specific sample of 

educational and sociological backgrounds. I focused my sample on students that met at 

least two of the following three criteria: the students transferred from a community 

college (local, in-state, and out-of-state institutions were represented), identified as a first 

generation college student, or identified as an ethnic minority. I chose these criteria based 

on preliminary findings from my pilot study on transfer student resiliency. In the pilot 
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study, some themes of inequality based on stratified social capital emerged, as well as 

themes about campus climate that gave students anxiety about seeking support or 

integrating socially on campus. In addition, the current research around transfer shock 

centers on community college students and the assumption that the more rigorous 

coursework of a four-year university is the cause of the drop in grades in the first 

semester of transfer.  

Seidman (2006) encouraged using formal and informal gatekeepers when entering 

a research context, and I was able to partner with a gatekeeper in order to gain access to 

students for my sample. I had used a formal gatekeeper, the Transfer Student Center 

director, to make initial contact with the transfer students who were academically 

successful. If students were interested in participating in the research, the Transfer 

Student Center Director asked them to email me, and I responded with the email in 

Appendix A. Unfortunately, some organizational changes took place in the organizational 

structure of the Transfer Student Center and the director with whom I had worked is no 

longer working at Southwest University. This changed my access to students for the 

purposes of this research. 

Before she left, the Transfer Center Director was able to find students who had 

cumulative GPAs of over 3.5 at their community college, and under 3.5 in their first 

semester of transfer at Southwest University. The former director reached out to some of 

these students on my behalf, and I conducted interviews with two of them in the fall.  

I recruited one study participant through my graduate assistant position on 

campus during the 2013-2014 academic year. I had been talking about my research 

interest at work and one student self-identified as a transfer student who experienced a 
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drop in her GPA during her first semester of transfer. She volunteered to participate in an 

interview with me. I also spent a fair amount of time in the Transfer Student Center 

during my pilot research, so I was able to speak with some transfer students at the center 

in person. A few students who had experienced transfer shock agreed to do research with 

me, so I contacted those students using the email found in Appendix B. 

Figure 3 in the attachment summarizes demographic data of the interview 

participants. 

Figure 3. Demographic Characteristics of Interview Participants  

Name1 Age Major Race/ethnicity First 

generation? 

First 

semester 

GPA 

Original 

Institution 

Transfer Shock  

Carol* 43 Agriculture White Yes 2.6 Out of state 

Gary 23 Math White No 1.8 In state 

Tony 25 Math Black Yes 3.0 In state 

Danielle 36 Accounting Hispanic Yes 3.2 Out of state 

Tara 23 Film White Yes 2.6 In state 

Sebastian 21 Business Hispanic No 3.1 In state 

Valerie 23 Biology/Anthropology Hispanic Yes 2.8 In state 

No Transfer Shock  

Greg 31 Engineering Asian No 3.5 Out of state 

Brandon 26 Accounting Black Yes 3.7 Out of state 

Sarah2 20 Health Black Yes 3.8 Out of state 

Rhonda* 31 Geography Black Yes 3.9 Out of state 

Lily 25 Art Native 

American 

Yes 3.9 In state 

Harry 30 Watershed science African 

American 

Yes 4.0 In state 

Jeremy 27 Music White Yes 4.0 Out of state 

Gabriela 22 Sociology Hispanic No 3.5 In state 

 

                                                        
1 Pseudonyms were chosen to protect the anonymity and confidentiality of the 

participants 
* Carol and Rhonda both attended multiple two and four-year commuter institutions 

before enrolling at Southwest U 
2 Sarah attended a four-year university previous to attending Southwest U, but as a first 

generation student she was met with many of the same challenges as other participants 
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Although this sample was primarily focused on first generation students of color 

who transferred from a community college, the group is still diverse. The participants are 

studying a variety of disciplines, including fine arts, natural science, business, social 

science, and engineering. Tony and Danielle both have children, although Tony no longer 

has contact with his daughter. Greg and Danielle are veterans; Danielle served in the Air 

Force and Greg served in the Army. Danielle, Rhonda, and Greg are all married. There 

are traditional and non-traditional students in each group. The transfer shock group has 

four women and three men, and the no transfer shock group has four women and four 

men. There were two students in each group who were not first generation college 

students.  

Data 

For data collection, I used a phenomenological interview method based on 

Seidman’s (2006) three-part phenomenological interview technique, in which a 

participant and researcher meet for a series of three interviews to reflect on their life 

history, their current situation, and what that means to them. For the purposes of this 

study, I only interviewed each participant once and covered each of those areas 

throughout the interview. Although Seidman did not recommend any adaptations be 

made to this model, there were time and resource limitations that led to my decision to 

only interview each participant once for approximately one hour.  

My interview protocol followed the conceptual framework outlined in the 

previous chapter. This interview guide can be found in full in Appendix C. I asked 

students questions to gain insights and understanding of their perspectives related to their 

transition to the university. 



OVERCOMING SHOCK 34 

 Pre-college. Questions began with inquiries about life before college and the 

decision to attend college in the first place. The interview explored the participant’s early 

life with their family. Then the interview explored the participant’s decision to attend 

college and what it was like to attend college. The purpose of this part of the interview is 

to understand what Tinto would call pre-entry attributes.  

 Pre-transfer. Next the questions focused on the participant’s perspectives of their 

previous institution. I asked the students to describe their previous institutions, what they 

enjoyed, what they did not care for, the reason they chose to leave, and the reason they 

chose to attend their current university. I hoped to gain students’ perspectives on social 

and academic integration, as well as the procedural capital, students gained prior to 

transferring to their current university.  

Procedural interactions. I then asked about the procedural mechanics of 

transition into the university: admissions, transferring credits, financial aid, and 

registering for classes. In this line of questioning, I explored with each student whether 

they encountered any challenges. If they did not, I asked them to reflect on why. If they 

shared that they ran into any difficulty with a procedural aspect of transferring, I asked 

the participant to reflect on how they overcame that challenge. I also asked students about 

the Transfer Student Center and whether or not they used its services. If they did, I asked 

what role the Transfer Student Center played in their lives. If not, I explored why with the 

participant.  

Academic integration. The next part of the interview guide moves on to asking 

about classes at the current institution. I asked the participants to describe their 

experience and what they liked and did not like about their classes, as well as strategies to 
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complete assignments and study effectively. I inquired whether or not students felt 

comfortable in their new classes, as well as how they think about their strategies to do 

well academically. If they were not doing well academically, I asked probing questions to 

find out how they feel about their classes, instructors, and their own self-efficacy. 

Social integration. In each interview, I asked with whom the participant spends 

time outside of class. I wanted to know if students have connected with other students 

outside of the classroom, and if so, how. In the pilot study, some students joined clubs or 

Greek organizations, while others had study partners. One participant shared that she did 

not really spend time with other people outside of class, but that she found social support 

with her husband and a small group of their shared friends. The aim of this part of the 

interview was to explore what forms of support the participants had and how those 

support systems related to their identity as a student. 

External commitments. The proposed interview guide contains a series of 

questions about work. Tinto included this in his model as external commitments and did 

not link it to the social or academic integration. However, four out of the five students in 

my pilot study worked and their linked it to either their social connection to campus or to 

their long-term professional goals. My conceptual framework includes external 

commitments in the same figure as intentions and professional goals. I theorized that 

external commitments may feed into their intrinsic motivation to reach their educational 

and professional goals because these students have already developed adult relationships 

or have experienced other educational contexts. 

Climate. I asked each participant about the climate of Southwest University. 

Most of the participants identified as ethnic minorities, and one student indicated during 
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the pilot study that she was surprised about how few minorities matriculated at the 

university, and the ethnic make-up of the campus took some time to adjust to. I asked 

participants how they felt about attending a predominantly white institution, and asked if 

they had an adjustment period when they first enrolled.  

Goals. I closed each interview with a discussion of educational and professional 

goals. I encouraged participants to talk about their goals, how they determined their 

goals, and what they need to do to reach their goals. I asked participants to reflect on 

what helps them stay committed to their goals and what could be potential barriers to 

reaching their goals. 

My strategy in creating this interview guide followed recommendations from 

Corbin and Strauss (2008) as well as Seidman (2006), both in organizational structure as 

well as the interactions with the participants. The format roughly followed an adaptation 

of Seidman’s phenomenological interview structure, and I used strategies to follow-up 

and clarify through Corbin and Strauss’ methods.  

Analysis 

 My analysis used open and axial coding. Corbin and Strauss (2008) describe open 

coding as a process by which a researcher breaks apart raw data into categories, themes, 

and concepts. Axial coding connects concepts that are established in open coding. I 

developed my theory on transfer student resiliency and persistence by finding emerging 

themes from open and axial coding. I used NVivo coding software to analyze the 

interview transcripts. 

Validity 
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 I established the validity of this research through several tests outlined by 

Maxwell (2013). Validity is especially important in qualitative research because 

investigators themselves are research instruments, therefore personal biases or human 

errors may lead to validity threats.  

Rich data. Maxwell (2013) recommended using “rich data” (p. 126) from which 

to build analysis. I collected 50 to 75 minute interviews with the 15 study participants and 

transcribed the interviews verbatim. I then listened to the interviews and read along to 

ensure that the transcripts matched the audio recording. Using verbatim transcripts, rather 

than interviewer notes, to analyze participant experience can significantly reduce the 

amount of personal bias or inference from an investigator. The data that I analyzed were 

the exact words that the interview participants spoke.  

Negative cases and comparison. My pilot study purposely focused on students 

who did not experience transfer shock in their first semester to explore discrepancies in 

the predominant discourse around transfer shock. In quantitative analysis, comparison is 

referred to as the control group or the counterfactual. This qualitative data analysis also 

employs comparison as another layer of validity by examining the counterfactual.  For 

this study, my purposeful sampling of students who had not experienced a GPA drop (the 

negative case) and those who had represents my continued to efforts to isolate the transfer 

experience from characteristics in transfer students that lead to resiliency.  

Numbers. The frequency of themes and concepts occurring in the data can also 

contribute to validity. I used the NVivo coding software to monitor the number of times I 

used a code, as well as the density of the coding, to make determinations as I developed 

my theory. The software tracks how often a code is used, and all of the excerpts from a 
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single code can be viewed at once for the researcher to evaluate its applicability across 

participants and to develop central themes and concepts. Using numbers to confirm 

validity does not make the study quantitative, but rather, allows the researcher to “assess 

the amount of evidence [the] data bears on a particular conclusion” (Maxwell, 2013). 

Conclusion 

 The methods used in this study allowed me to examine how the transfer shock 

phenomenon occurs in students who do not fit the traditional model of college 

persistence. Qualitative interviews and phenomenological analysis allow the experiences 

of participants to be understood from their perspective. The purposeful sample allowed 

for a close examination of a particular group that is impacted by transfer shock. And a 

sample of negative cases promoted the understanding of minute details that distinguish 

the behaviors and characteristics of students who experienced transfer shock and those 

who did not.  

  



OVERCOMING SHOCK 39 

CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

 I interviewed 15 transfer students at Southwest University to understand how 

students who experienced transfer shock differed in the way their interacted with the 

university from students who did not experience transfer shock. Based on Tinto’s (1975) 

Model of Student Departure and Deil-Amen’s (2011) model of socio-academic 

integration, I developed the hypothesis that students’ experience with procedure, 

specifically with managerial professionals, would impact students’ persistence and 

resiliency. Through the interviews, I explored the students’ experience with procedural 

challenges in their transition to Southwest U.   

 In my analysis, I began to find themes related to the resiliency framework as it has 

been used in adolescent development and addiction rehabilitation. Werner and Smith 

(1992) developed the idea of childhood and adolescent resiliency in a longitudinal study 

of a 1955 birth cohort. Using that framework, I adopted the idea that a person may have 

exposure to certain risk factors that are harmful, but that can be tempered with protective 

factors.  Protective factors are psychological or sociological characteristics that lessen the 

negative impact of risk factors.  

In this study, the process of transitioning into the four-year university was 

universally challenging. All 15 students experienced unintuitive systems and procedures 

that hindered their ability to integrate into the university community. These findings 

highlight the role of the institution in presenting transfer students with such challenges. 

Both prior persistence theories and theories for understanding resiliency marginalize the 

institutional contexts that induce risk and necessitate such resilient responses. However, 



OVERCOMING SHOCK 40 

both frameworks and their underlying assumptions do leave room for inserting the role of 

the institutional context in this way. The half of the sample that earned moderate to high 

grades in their first semester demonstrated similar responses that allowed them to 

overcome the challenges, or risks, brought forth by the institutional context in their 

transition into the four-year institution.  

These themes are also reflected in research on reverse transfer students. Deil-

Amen and Goldrick-Rab (2009) interviewed a demographically similar sample of low-

income, first-generation students in their research on students who transfer from a four-

year institution to a community college. Students who persisted at the four-year 

university experienced similar environmental and institutional challenges as those who 

transferred to a community college, but they also had layers of support—sociological 

mechanisms of institutional or other sociological or psychological assistance in framing 

their challenges—that pushed them to continue working towards a bachelor’s degree. 

 This analysis of transfer student who did and transfer students who did not 

experience transfer shock brought forth themes relative to risk factors and protective 

factors. Students who avoided the drop in GPA could clearly articulate their career plans 

as well as strategies they used to overcome the challenges associated with transferring to 

Southwest U. They had supportive relationships with friends and family that they saw as 

critical to their successful integration into the university. The students who experienced 

the grade drop in their first semester had goals to attain a bachelor’s degree, but were not 

able to articulate how their coursework related to plans beyond degree attainment. When 

they described family relationships, they often saw them as disruptive to their academic 
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attainment in some way. Students in both groups described the ways that managerial 

professionals helped and hindered their transition into Southwest U.  

The Importance of Career Plans as a Protective Factor 

 In order to persist through the community college and transfer to the four-year 

university, having educational goals was important for all of the students in this study. 

The distinction between students who experienced transfer shock and students who did 

not was their level of commitment to and preparation for a specific career goal. 

 When the decision to transfer to Southwest U was driven by a specific career 

plan, students engaged in preparation activities before enrolling. This included 

researching a profession, prospective employers, internships, and classes needed to 

complete a degree in the required field. Brandon talked about his exploration of 

prospective employers in his interview: 

Yeah I want to work for a “Big Four” accounting firm so like PwC, KPMG, Ernst 

and Young, or Deloitte.  Preferably PwC, that’s the one I want to work for, 

because they’re like the number one firm in the world, they work with like, 85 per 

cent of the Fortune 500 companies, um, but they’re extremely competitive.  You 

could have a 3.7, like they don’t talk to you. 

 

Brandon’s goal to pursue a career in accounting drove him to research the type of firm he 

wanted to work for, which also led him to the understanding that he would not be able to 

work for the firm of his choice without an extremely competitive GPA.  

 Students with specific career goals also researched the classes they needed in 

order to attain the degree needed for that profession. This helped students to plan their 

academic schedule, giving them a stronger sense of authorship with their transfer 

experience. One student, Harry, also made the decision to search for a different major 

based on the required coursework for the major that he originally selected.  
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I started looking at programs online and I saw hydrology. Awesome. It’s an in-

demand field, and it sounds so cool… I went and talked to an adviser at the 

hydrology department, really nice lady… and I thought “oh this is going to be 

awesome.” And then I looked at the classes that I would have to take and it’s like, 

calc three, vector calc, and I’m like, “no. That is not happening.” And after that I 

was like, “alright, what am I gonna do?” And I looked into that and I found the 

Economics of Water, Water Resource, and I thought I would really get into that. 

 

Harry’s prior experience with calculus and his understanding of the degree requirements 

for hydrology helped him make the decision to explore other career options. He was able 

to do this before enrolling, and thus, avoided struggling in vector calculus and 

jeopardizing his GPA. 

 Lily was another student who had a specific plan that she was following. Lily was 

studying art history, and had plans to attend graduate school after she finished her 

bachelor’s degree. 

Interviewer: Okay, so what are your educational goals? 

Lily: Um well eventually I want to get my doctorate. 

Interviewer: Okay. 

Lily: Yeah I want to work as a curator in a museum so I’m hoping to go all the 

way. 

 

 Lily later spoke about her goal to pursue her doctorate in more detail. 

Interviewer: Where are you looking for grad school? 

Lily: Um, Yale and Berkeley. 

Interviewer: Okay, what is it about those programs that interests you? 

Lily: Um, they have really good art programs, and art history programs. 

 

Like Brandon’s plan, Lily’s plan indicated that she had previously sought out details 

about her career interests, the level of education required, and institutions that offered 

competitive doctoral programs in art and art history. This level of knowledge around her 

goal represents a protective factor that Lily possessed. Brandon and Harry’s experiences 

also demonstrate that protective factor. 
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 By contrast, students who experienced transfer shock often did not have well-

organized career goals. They reported encouragement from parents or past teachers, but 

did not have a specific plan or knowledge about their career path that helped them 

prepare for their transfer. I asked each participant about his or her career goals. Sebastian, 

a 21-year-old transfer student from a local community college who was studying 

business, responded by describing vague ideas about what he might like to do in the 

future. He said,  

I’ve always told myself that if I could get a PhD I would try to do that. So that 

would be my ultimate goal. So I knew I would have to get at least a bachelors. So 

that was my end goal. So I was forcing myself to go to college and graduate with 

at least a bachelor’s degree. 

 

 I probed further and asked Sebastian if he would eventually try to pursue a PhD, 

and he responded:  

I probably won’t anymore, but, um, if an opportunity presents itself, or even just, 

maybe in figuring stuff out in the near future, researching stuff, I might find 

something, but probably won’t. I’ll probably just work at a company or 

something. But I—I probably will get a Masters, or at least try to look into that. 

 

Sebastian had an incomplete vision of what he wanted for himself in the long term. 

Without a clear goal, he couldn’t plan out and take specific steps to reach it. Sebastian’s 

career aspirations do not incorporate the level of detail of Brandon’s or Lily’s. A goal 

without precise detail does not constitute a protective factor. 

 Career plans were important with this sample because they helped students make 

decisions about courses they wanted to take or expectations that needed to be met, but 

there may be a latent function of the career plan that was important for the students. 

Having a career plan forced students to begin to think about obstacles that they needed to 

overcome and how they were going to overcome them. The existing career plan 
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facilitated the development of strategy, which is an important part of integrating into 

Southwest U, because transfer students almost universally experienced procedural 

barriers before fully academically integrating.  

The Common Experience of Procedural Barriers as a Risk Factor 

 Students in both groups initially experienced procedural barriers when they 

transferred to Southwest U. There are a number of bureaucratic processes that students 

are required to navigate which are exceptionally more complicated than at the community 

colleges. These include registering for classes, securing financial aid, transferring credits, 

and applying for and enrolling in selective majors. These processes were standard 

practices at the university, yet almost all of the students in my sample struggled in some 

way with the system they had to navigate.  

Participants in this study repeatedly referred to their interactions with university 

employees in advising, financial aid, and admissions as challenging. These professionals, 

who Rhoades and Sporn (2002) define as managerial professionals, are part of an 

organizational system of employment within the structure of the university.  

 The concept of managerial professionals situates the professional in the structure 

of the organization. This means that, although participants in the study describe certain 

professionals as helpful and others as not helpful in their academic integration, the 

problem does not lie in the behavior of individuals but within the system that they work. 

Weber (1973) discussed the idea that educated administrators are disempowered by their 

“specialist” positions because they only have enough knowledge to perform small tasks 

in the context of a larger institutional structure, with little to no knowledge or authority 

on broader policy decisions. This idea, along with Rhoades and Sporn’s (2002) concept 
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of the managerial professional, is reflected in transfer students’ experience with 

university employees. At Southwest U, the Transfer Student Center and the cultural 

centers are under-resourced, with few staff tasked with supporting the thousands of 

transfer students and other diverse populations in the student body. It is important to view 

the procedural challenges that are part of socio-academic integration for transfer students 

in the context of institutional structure, and not reflective of the unhelpful behaviors, or 

even the culturally normative values, of individuals.  

 When Brandon started at Southwest U, he had just left a full-time job in retail 

earning commission. Although he was not longer working, the Office of Financial Aid 

told him that he made too much money to qualify for loans or aid.  

I’m trying to go to school and my financial aid was like “You make too much 

money.”  And so I had to go through this whole thing of getting them to see I 

don’t work, because I quit [my job] before I moved out here. Had to get approved 

that I don’t work there anymore, and it took forever and I finally got financial aid 

to lower my EFC down to zero and that’s when I got like, enough money to able 

to pay for school.  But that didn’t happen till, like, November. 

 

Brandon began taking classes, using his savings to pay for a portion of his tuition, 

without knowing when or if his status with the Office of Financial Aid would change. 

The interactions with the Office of Financial Aid are important in Brandon’s academic 

integration, because were this issue to have gone unresolved after one semester, Brandon 

would not have been able to continue classes at Southwest U.  

 Brandon also ran into procedural challenges with transferring his community 

college credits.  

…in my orientation, for [the business school], um, I already had a plan, like this is what I 

want to do, these are the classes I wanna take, and when I got there they were like “Oh 

you can’t do that because these don’t transfer” and I was like, so upset about it. I was so 

mad. I was like “oh now I’m another semester behind. Now I have to adjust to 

everything.” 
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 Valerie had similar issues centered on transferring credits.  

Oh my god that was terrible. It hasn’t been resolved until this semester and I’ve 

been, like, harassing them…I kind of stopped for like, the middle of the year, but 

after this year I kept harassing them as well. So what happened is that all my 

science…transferred, but the gen eds didn’t. Yeah, so at the beginning I had to 

take like a million gen eds and I was like, you know what, I’ll just figure it out 

later, because they have to take my credit.” 

  

Valerie was about to start her fifth and final semester at Southwest U when I 

interviewed her. For four out of five semesters that she attended Southwest U, Valerie did 

not know which of her credits would transfer. When she finally figured out how her 

credits would fulfill her baccalaureate graduation requirements, she was not able to make 

sense of how the process happened.  

Well at the beginning, when I transferred over… I started off in Honors. So the 

advisers there were like, “oh no you have to take so many blah, blah, blah.” And 

then I went to the anthropology major, they said the same thing… and my 

[biology] adviser was like, “Oh no, I can fix it. You just need to take one.” 

 

As described by Valerie, the system seemed arbitrary and dependent on to 

whomever she was talking. There may have been a system in place to check on which 

credits transfer, but Valerie did not feel empowered to know about or understand this 

system. She perceived that she was at the mercy of whoever was advising her on a certain 

day. 

Transferring credit is a foundational part of the community college to four-year 

university transfer pipeline. It is not a minor detail, but an integral one in ensuring that 

students finish a bachelor’s degree using community college credits. Yet Brandon and 

Valerie both met major obstacles that either went unresolved for several semesters or 

added additional time onto their educational pathway. The procedural barriers present in 

credit-transfer are a salient example of “virtual adoption.” Southwest U might admit 
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community college transfer students, but the workforce distribution is largely in 

entrepreneurial, revenue generating divisions of managerial professionals. The 

departments who address student transition are understaffed and underfunded compared 

to those that process admissions and enrollment.   

The issues surrounding procedural contact with the university appear to be 

systemic in this sample, with several other students having similar experiences. Tony 

described a similar process when he attempted to transfer his credits from a local 

community college that works very closely with Southwest U on the transfer pipeline: 

 And then when I wanted to talk about transferring my credits— what transfers, 

what doesn’t transfer— um, it’s hard to find out because when you receive, like, 

your [general education certificate] papers from [community college], where you 

go over, like, what classes to take that’ll get you an [general education certificate], 

you have a list of all kinds of different classes that you take, but when you 

transfer them over here, they don’t count as [the general education certificate]. 

They may count for nothing.  They may count for something, but they don’t count 

for what you thought they were going to count, when you took them, you feel like 

you lost time there.  So it’s—it’s kind of like a catch-up game. 

 

Tony spent time at the local community college earning a general education certificate. 

According to a statewide articulation agreement in the state where Southwest U is 

located, this general education certificate can be earned at a public community college 

and stands in for general education classes that would be required at a public four-year 

institution. Its purpose is to make the community college to four-year university 

transition a transparent one. Tony’s perception of the process, however, was anything but 

transparent. He experienced the credit transfer as a hurdle, something that he had to get 

over and then play “a catch-up game” in order to get back on track for his degree. Valerie 

also earned the general education certificate at a community college in another metro area 
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in the state, and her experience with credit transfer also reflects ambiguity and 

uncertainty from the student perspective. 

Another less tangible barrier was what Tony described as “unspoken rules.” When 

Tony applied to Southwest U, he was enrolled in a student transitions class at the 

community college he attended. The transitions class taught student how to fill out the 

online application for Southwest U, brought them to campus for a visit with advisors, and 

introduced them to the Transfer Student Center staff to connect them to managerial 

professionals on campus. Although Tony had taken this class, he was still surprised by all 

of the processes that he did not understand, including the fees students pay to take 

placement exams, send transcripts, and manage other administrative processes.  

Yeah, unexpected, um, like, just unexpected… unspoken.  Like unspoken rules, 

like, um, not… like misguided information, you think that when you fill out your 

application, um, to come to the university and then you get in the mail, like, “oh 

you’ve been accepted,” there’s not that “but, we still need this information. We 

still need this information, and by the way, it’s gonna cost you this, that, and the 

third.”  Like, so, like me, like… you’re asking me for another $20 for this, another 

$20 for that, another $20 for that, like just—just tell me everything!”  

 

The “unspoken rules” are representative of the institution of higher education and its 

systematic exclusion of non-traditional, first generation, or community college transfer 

students. Tony used the phrase “unspoken rules” to describe a system that he is expected 

to know, but has never been taught. It is a system that is far more familiar to the parents 

of middle class students who attended college themselves and or routinely navigate 

bureaucratic institutions with similar structures. Although all transfer students were 

subjected to these procedural challenges, the students who were able to avoid transfer 

shock shared a skill set that I refer to as the problem-solving schema. 
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Using a Problem-Solving Schema as a Protective Factor to Combat Procedural 

Challenges 

 I categorized the ways that students approached procedural barriers in one of two 

ways. Students either had a plan as to how they would handle difficulties that worked for 

them, or they were surprised by the difficulties that they faced and did not have a 

functioning plan to overcome. The students in the first category had what I called a 

problem-solving schema. Below I describe the most common strategies students used to 

navigate issues with transferring. 

 Online resources.  The resilient students in this sample all researched obstacles 

or potential obstacles on the Southwest U webpage or other Internet resources. 

Familiarity with and access to web resources allowed students to potentially solve 

problems for themselves. Gabriela used an online tool administered by the state’s public 

two-year and four-year colleges to explore options to transfer her credits to Southwest U, 

as well as another public four-year institution, from her community college.  

So I had the course catalog of [the community college], I looked at the classes and 

I was comparing it to the [Southwest U], when I decided to go to the [Southwest 

U].  I took down the four-year plan from degree search, I don’t even know how I 

came across it, but I found it.  And I printed that off.  I did the same thing for, 

like, sociology.  I started doing the same thing with what classes did transfer over 

and what classes I would have to take at [Southwest U].  And this was a lot of 

stuff attending community college.  Because I wanted to know for sure, like, these 

classes do transfer over, and blah, blah, blah.  Because I didn’t want to get stuck 

behind. 

 

Gabriela prepared for her transition to the four-year university by deciding which classes 

to take at the community college based on what would transfer. This helped her avoid the 

challenge that Valerie described earlier, where it was ambiguous which of her credits 

from the community college would transfer. 
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 Peer interaction. One interesting point to note about Gabriela’s scenario is that 

she developed these planning skills through a peer interaction. Gabriela joined a student 

organization at her community college. She shared that the student who told her about the 

online transfer resource also told her some important information about college: 

…fortunately, some one told me that you don’t need an associate’s to get a 

bachelor’s, and then you don’t need a master’s to get a PhD. But you do need a 

bachelor’s to get, like, either of those, right? And I was like, “What?” Like I 

thought you had to get all four, and in that order. And so, um, I think they told me 

that, like my first semester… 

 

It is important to note that this mentorship was not institutional. Gabriela did not recall an 

adviser telling her about transferring credits from the community college to the four-year 

university, or about how an associate’s degree is not a prerequisite to a bachelor’s degree. 

Had it not been for the guidance of another student at the community college, Gabriela 

may not have gained the schema and preparedness to avoid the procedural barrier of 

credit transfer. She may have gotten “stuck behind” with general education credits that 

would not transfer.  

 Managerial professionals and follow-up. Some students chose to engage with 

managerial professionals at Southwest U to resolve procedural barriers and challenges. 

Some issues, such as financial aid and articulation policies, required interactions with 

managerial professionals in order to resolve them. Unfortunately, these interactions were 

often frustrating and students did not report their interactions with managerial 

professionals as helpful.  

 When Brandon was struggling to adjust his annual earnings in order to receive a 

financial aid package, he worked with a managerial professional in the Financial Aid 

Office.  
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Brandon: Yeah you get different information from everyone you talk to, you have 

to be on them, like, constantly. 

Interviewer: So who did you go to, to sort all that out? 

Brandon: Well I got a, um, what was her name? …she’s in the financial aid office 

and I probably emailed her, probably 40 times last semester. We had like, a whole 

bunch of emails going back and forth, and so… 

Interviewer: So just a lot of— 

Brandon: Follow up; you have to stay on them. 

 

Brandon’s perception was that his role in “staying on them” was key in overcoming the 

procedural hurdle of establishing his eligibility for financial aid. It is unclear whether 

there were 40 email messages between the two people, whether the number of email 

messages was exaggerated by Brandon, or whether Brandon truly emailed this 

managerial professional 40 times. But that detail is irrelevant—Brandon perceived his 

role in following up with the managerial professional that he engaged to resolve his 

dilemma as central to its resolution.  

 Not all interactions with managerial professionals at Southwest U were 

frustrating. Lily reached out to the Native American cultural center on campus to get 

input and advice about financial aid. She noted that the staff helped her understand how 

to complete the financial aid application and find additional scholarship money. 

Here, like I’ve gone to…the Native American department, and they kind of told 

me, like, “these are good people to talk to, they can help you find scholarships,” 

things like that. And [the community college is] like, “here’s the piece of paper 

with the FAFSA website.” 

 

Lily’s experience with the managerial professionals at the four-year university 

was actually better than at her community college. Her experience speaks to the level of 

support that some students receive in the four-year institutional context.  

Although Tinto (1975) referred to student engagement and integration through 

contact with faculty, participants in the pilot study for this thesis repeatedly referred to 
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full-time university employees in admissions, financial aid, and advising in the way they 

described the procedural challenges they had. Transfer students are describing 

challenging interactions with managerial professionals who do entrepreneurial 

positions— such as financial aid—and helpful interactions with those in massification 

positions—such as cultural centers and transfer centers. At Southwest U, there are many 

more managerial professionals with an entrepreneurial focus than there are with a 

massification focus. In fact, the Transfer Student Center at Southwest U has one full-time 

professional and one half-time graduate student addressing the various transition needs 

and interests of the more than 8,000 transfer students at the institution. 

 Family. Although the interview protocol asked all of the students about their 

families, it was only students in the resilient group who engaged their families in helping 

them solve problems, or even spoke about how they learned a certain problem solving 

skill from a family member.     

 Neither of Brandon’s parents went to college, but Brandon associated some of 

their personality traits to strategies in which he had learned to solve problems at 

Southwest U. He related his inclination to “follow-up” to a personality trait that he 

admires in his father.  

I would say my dad probably is, he’s definitely um, like when I get focused on 

something, I get focused for a long period of time and stay on it.  Um, and that’s 

how my dad is. He wants something done and he wants it done now.  Like, he 

finds something he wants to get, he doesn’t waste any time. He does it as soon as 

he can. 

 

Brandon clearly admired this personality trait in his father, and he engaged in a similar 

behavior when he needed to resolve an issue with his financial aid in his first semester at 

Southwest U.  
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 This example demonstrates how Brandon’s exposure to his father’s style of 

problem solving equipped Brandon with a protective factor in his transition from a two-

year to a four-year college. Although Brandon’s parents not being college graduates may 

seem like a disadvantage to some, Brandon’s ability to recognize that he learned a 

problem solving skills from his father helped him lessen the risk associated with the 

procedural challenge he faced.   

 Gabriela looked to her father for advice. When she initially transferred to 

Southwest U, she worked at a restaurant off-campus, while her twin sister worked at the 

campus bookstore. Gabriela recalled that her father weighed in on her off-campus 

employment. 

I was working off campus at another restaurant, and I was doing well 

economically but it sucked having to drive, like, 15 minutes on the freeway to get 

to my job.  You know, and I was like, F that, and then working weekends and 

everything.  And then my dad was always nagging, like, “get a job on campus like 

your sister.”  ‘Cause she worked at the bookstore… 

 

Although this advice did not directly correlate to Gabriela’s experience with academic 

integration or even procedure, using her father as a resource and listening to his advice 

saved Gabriela the time she was spending driving off campus for a part-time job.  

 The problem-solving schema resembles Schemata Theory, which theorizes the 

ways in which memories are formed and information is preserved or pruned in the brain. 

Learners make connections using life experiences they find meaningful. In fact, 

meaningful memories are more important in the instructional process than new 

information, because it provides relatable context for the student (Gage and Berliner, 

1984). In the case of the bureaucratic process of transitioning from a community college 

to a large, four-year university, associating memories of past experiences to the current 
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situation can be more useful than the myriad of information that exists to help students 

understand the university system.     

 The problem-solving schema relates to the way in which students resolve 

challenges in the transfer procedure. Schemata Theory gives some insight into how 

students manage the information they have available in order to make decisions about 

overcoming some of these challenges. In a way, Schemata Theory ties to the problem-

solving schema, but also to students’ emotional preparedness to confront challenges. 

Students needed an already-developed strategy to overcome procedural obstacles 

(problem-solving schema) and a significant memory that triggered that strategy 

(Schemata Theory). This memory provided students with an emotional preparedness to 

start problem solving that I coded the emotional buffer.  

Using an Emotional Buffer as a Protective Factor to Prepare for Challenges 

Neither the four-year nor the two-year institutions actively helped to formulate 

problem-solving schema for the transfer students in this study. Like Gabriela, many of 

the students had guidance from peers, informal mentors, or prior experience with 

bureaucratic systems that resembled Southwest U. Greg noted the similarities between his 

experience at Southwest U and this service in the United States Army. “…what I found 

hard was getting all my [community college] classes, um, evaluated, but to me, it’s not 

that hard. I mean, all the departments, I’m actually used to that from the military. This 

woman needed all my signatures.” Registering for classes proved to be time-consuming 

for Greg, because he had to walk to several different buildings on campus and get 

signatures from different departments to finalize his schedule. However, since he was 

used to that kind of procedure from the time he spent in the military, the process did not 



OVERCOMING SHOCK 55 

discourage him, and he was able to proceed without spending too much time worrying 

about the ambiguity of the university system.  

Rhonda is another student whose emotional buffer can be observed in the way she 

described her expectations of the university. Rhonda had attended a four-year commuter 

campus, a community college, and a for-profit technical campus before she decided to 

pursue a geography degree at Southwest U.  

You know, coming to the university I didn’t have expectations that I was going to 

come in and somebody was going to hand me an orientation packet and say, 

“okay, start here at A and when you’re done you’ll be at Z. And at Z you’re 

graduating.”  I came in with the expectation of my education is my responsibility.  

If I expect to get done, I need to know what the requirements are… 

 

By contrast, students who were impacted by transfer shock described their 

experiences as being constantly uncertain. Most of the time, they relied on random 

interventions from students, faculty, or staff to solve problems. This level of ambiguity 

created an environment of anxiety in their transition. Danielle described several instances 

where she was not aware of solutions to some basic logistical problems.  

…it’s so big and it’s so vague, you know, like, trying to find out information on 

your parking alone. That’s such a nightmare. You know what I mean? Like I had 

to end up doing the parking meters you know, for half of the first semester until I 

got my parking, um, my parking permit. Didn’t know there was a parking office 

that I had to go to. You know what I mean? So it was like, oh, where do I look for 

a permit?... Um, just the library hours and, didn’t know that there were, um, 

rooms that you could reserve at the library, you know, finding out that way—

word of mouth. Didn’t know that there was a computer people that would help 

you with computer issues until I talked to one of my MIS friends that—she was 

majoring in [Management Information Systems], you know what I mean—and 

she was like, oh yeah, they do it on campus, blah, blah, blah. 

 

What is significant about this passage is not Danielle’s poor understanding of the 

university system, but her frustration over her poor understanding. Danielle struggled to 

integrate academically when she enrolled because she did not expect to struggle so much 
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with procedure and access to academic and logistical support. Danielle found the solution 

to the procedural and administrative issues in personal interactions. This suggests that 

peer interaction may be an important resource that managerial professionals can tap into 

in promoting resources.   

 Rhonda entered the university expecting isolation. She understood that she would 

not have the programmatic support necessary to learn the language of the institution. 

Danielle was not prepared for that type of transition. The emotional buffer allowed 

Rhonda to immediately jump into problem-solving mode and not experience the distress 

that overcame Danielle during her transition.  

 A key to the emotional buffer is the expectation that the university will not 

support the student, or may even cause challenges in the student’s life. It is institutional 

behavior that makes the emotional buffer necessary. Without the impossibly difficult-to-

navigate bureaucracy, the emotional buffer would be useless. It seems as though 

Southwest University is designed for students with an existing understanding of how a 

university operates. Most of the students in this sample are first-generation college 

students, as are most community college transfer students, so the Southwest University 

system does not seem to be designed to accommodate and retain community college 

transfer students.  

Time Casualties as a Consequence of Lack of Protective Factors 

 Without an emotional buffer, the students in the transfer shock group experienced 

a time casualty. The time and frustration that was spent on discovering procedural 

challenges and learning how to overcome them was not spent on academic integration. 

As a result, their GPA suffered in the first semester. In a way, their first semester at the 
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university served as the memory-making mechanism that built their problem-solving 

schema. 

 Tara’s first semester of transfer was the same semester I interviewed her, so I had 

the unique opportunity to discover her perspective as a transfer student while she was 

experiencing the procedural challenges. She recalled her experience with transferring 

credits from the local community college. 

…it’s just getting those classes transferred was a struggle because I didn’t know 

which one was gonna transfer, and the one I thought were gonna transfer, “are just 

electives,” said my… adviser. So I wish we were just like, before we even started 

we met with our adviser from the college we were going to go see and see, you 

know, if those classes were gonna… transfer as the way it is. ‘Cause I know 

there’s [the online transfer resource], or whatever that site is, but I checked it 

many times and stuff and it just brings you to the, you know, the website here and 

it just shows you your general stuff. 

 

Tara was unable to understand the online transfer tool, and ended up spending time with 

the Transfer Student Center and her adviser to learn that some of her credits would only 

transfer as general elective credits. She not only lost time on a macro level toward her 

degree completion, but also on a micro level toward her academic integration during the 

semester.  

 Many of the procedural challenges that students encountered resulted in time 

casualties if the students did not have the problem-solving schema and emotional buffer 

to manage the situation. Valerie did not get a clear answer about her community college 

credits until her last semester at Southwest U. Tony encountered challenge after 

challenge throughout his first semester navigating the university’s financial aid system. 

Procedural challenges not only frustrated students, but distracted them from their classes 

and left them with less time to academically integrate.   
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 These data suggest that internal administration may be at least partially to blame 

for the time casualty. Tinto and others who write about persistence warn about outside 

factors that can distract students from their academic performance, but the fundamental 

difference is that traditional persistence theory points outside of the university structure at 

distractions. Notably, Tinto is often criticized for suggesting that a student’s community 

of origin or family detracts from academic integration. I asked each of the students in the 

sample to talk about external commitments such as work and family, and their answers 

revealed how family can play a positive and negative role in students’ lives. 

Family and Work as Both Protective and Risk Factors 

 Although Tinto and others suggest that communities outside of the university 

negatively impact integration and persistence, participants in this study showcased an 

alternate narrative. Participants in both groups were able to articulate how their family 

positively impacted their experience as a student.  

 Sarah’s mother did not attend college, and Sarah explained in her interview that 

her mother always encouraged her to pursue higher education.  

…my mom wanted to go to college and, um, here family wasn’t very supportive, 

like certain people in here family weren’t very supportive and told her she 

couldn’t do it and stuff like that… and she knows how important it is and how 

hard it can be to, like, not have an education, and how hard it can be to get a job, 

and you have to provide for your family, and stuff like that… 

 
She went on to explain that her mother helped her make the decision to transfer when she 

could no longer afford to attend the out-of-state institution where she started school. 

Sarah’s mother reminded her of why it was important to attend college, and also made 

sure Sarah persisted in a four-year university when she was faced with having to take out 

massive loans to pay tuition.  
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 Rhonda discussed the role her husband played in her academic success. He works 

at Southwest U, so Rhonda was able to qualify for reduced tuition. She stated, “when I 

first started gong to school, uh, my husband was very, very supportive and said that I did 

not have to work if I didn’t want to and that if I found a job that I could work, do that, but 

that school came first.” Rhonda was grateful that she did not have to work to make ends 

meet, but found a position where she could develop skills for her future profession.  

I looked for a position that was going to benefit me in the long run, and with the 

[government agency], besides working for the organization that I want to work for 

that I’m getting my foot in the door, I will actually be working in GIS, which is 

my degree field.  So, it combines the degree stuff that I’ve learned with the 

environment that I want to be in.    

 

Rhonda’s experience demonstrates two areas in which external commitments and 

environments can serve as protective factors to enhance her educational experience. 

Rhonda felt supported and unburdened from financial stress through her relationship with 

her husband, and also empowered to find work in her desired field. 

 Brandon also found work related to his career interests. He worked at an 

investment firm, which gave him practical training.  

Yeah I work at an investment firm…They handle, like, retirement accounts for 

like, school districts and hospitals and stuff. I can’t really, like, sell financial 

advice because I’m not licensed, so like, my boss is. So he’ll go out and get 

clients, and he’ll be like, “okay I have this client, he has sixty thousand in an IRA, 

or a 401K… we need to roll it over to an IRA with us, put him in the same 

account.” That’s just kind of what I do.  

 

Brandon’s experience with the investment firm helped him to understand the systems and 

procedures for his future discipline. This helped him continue to build his problem-

solving schema to make a smooth transition in to his career. Brandon’s plan before he 

transferred to Southwest U included getting “a job that’s somewhat related” to his 

intended career path. He shared his plan in his interview: 
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Yeah I mean I’ve been planning this out for a while, so I already knew what my 

game plan was coming out here.  Get involved, join a club, get in leadership, get 

involved in the community, get a job that’s somewhat related, and then do good in 

school. 

 

For Brandon, his specific career plans and external work commitment were related. They 

worked together to strengthen his readiness for his career and created a protective factor 

to help him focus on his academic performance, since his ability to attain his dream job 

was linked to a high GPA. 

 Not all students had a positive experience with their work and family 

commitments. Some students found their relationships with their families to be 

distracting. Carol described her family as supportive—her sister encouraged her to return 

to school to finish her degree. But when asked what could keep her from finishing her 

degree, Carol responded that trouble with her family would prevent her from reaching her 

educational and career goals.  

Interviewer: So what weakens or threatens your commitment to your goals? 

 

Carol: Family. I come from a very small family. Just my sister, my mom’s an only 

child, my dad had a half-brother who’s since passed, and one remaining 

grandparent alive and, who’s in, now, assisted living and who’s 95, and if 

anything were to happen to gramma, which we almost thought it did earlier this 

semester, of my sister and myself and my mom, or my dad because this was 

mom’s mom, who could drop and run, I am the most flexible because I have done 

it before. Dropped, run, lived in Florida for a month to fix things. You know, deal 

with doctors, deal with insurance, deal with social security, um deal with her 

housing, deal with getting her rehabbed so she could go back to living on her 

own, or living in not a nursing home but assisted living, so she still has her own 

apartment, her own furnishings, you know. You know, she’s not on oxygen. She’s 

got a walker and a wheelchair and things for mobility assistance, but if it got to 

the point where needed really, 24-hour care, I would be there interviewing and 

making certain that the right choice is made. My mom would probably end up 

joining me at some point, because she’s the one with the power of attorney, but, 

uh I’m the one who can understand what the doctors are saying. I’m the one who 

can understand the corporate jargon—I spent 20 years in corporate America as a 

secretary having to translate that stuff to layman terms for so many people. So 
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that probably may be the biggest thing that would, you know, put my academic 

career on hold again is if, you know, grandma needed help.  

 

Carol anticipated that her sense of obligation to her family would be detrimental to her 

success at Southwest U. Although she knew her family supported her, she felt as though 

she needed to be her family’s advocate and caregiver and that this could easily pull her 

out of school.  

From Carol’s description, it seemed as though there was not anyone in her family 

who would strongly advocate for her to stay in school if an emergency arose. One of the 

common characteristics Deil-Amen and Goldrick-Rab (2009) found in students who 

resisted reverse transfer from a four-year to a community college was a decision-

advocate. Students’ family members actively encouraged them to engage in problem 

solving activities when they ran into trouble, whereas students who transferred from the 

four-year to two-year college or dropped out altogether described relationships with 

family members who presented reverse transfer or drop-out as an option. Although Carol 

was not yet faced with the decision to leave school, she shared that she did not believe 

she had a decision-advocate in her family, and that her family would need her if an 

emergency arose. 

Valerie also admitted that her family relationships caused a time casualty during 

her first semester. She shared that the financial burden of attending a four-year university 

put a strain on her parents’ marriage, and her mother often reached out to her to vent her 

frustrations. As a consequence, Valerie took time away from her academic performance 

to talk to her mother, and also spent time worrying and feeling anxious about the impact 

her pursuit of education had on her parents.  
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I don’t know it was just like my parents adjusting—because they were helping 

me—so with the living arrangement and all that they were helping me. So my 

sisters would always tell me, like, oh they’re fighting all the time. And like, my 

mom, like, started confiding in me more. She usually doesn’t, like, tell me her 

problems, so she did then, like, and it was just too much. She would tell me,  “I 

want to get a divorce” and all this and I was like—it was really rough because I’m 

causing it. You know. 

 

I asked Valerie how she was paying for school. She stated, “I think I got like $6,000 [in 

loans] and [my parents] paid the rest out of pocket. So that’s where the problems came 

from.” This example demonstrates that the transition from a two-year to a four-year 

university is not only potentially challenging for the student, but also for the family, 

especially if they are close. It’s also important to note that Valerie’s family dilemma was 

closely related to a procedural challenge. Valerie was only able to cover about 60 percent 

of her tuition with loans, and her parents had to cover the rest. This makes it very difficult 

for students who are legally dependent on their parents or who don’t have a high earning 

potential to pay the cost of tuition.  

Valerie also demonstrated how outside work was not always beneficial. When she 

moved from her community college to Southwest U, she kept her job at a clothing store.  

Valerie: But when I moved here, I tried to work at [retailer] here, and that affected 

my grades, like it was too many hours, so I stopped. 

 

Interviewer: Okay, was the it the same amount of hours that you were working 

at— 

 

Valerie: Well I was trying to work just the weekends but sometimes the weekends 

was where I needed to study, so I just, it was not working.  

 

Her job at the clothing store resulted in a time casualty, detracting from the time she 

could spend on her academic performance. Since Valerie’s interview took place several 

semesters after she transferred, she was able to reflect on that and make the connection 

between the time she spent on her job and the time she took away from academically 
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integrating. She started working at a desk job on campus after her first year, and noted in 

her interview that the desk job made a difference in her academic performance. 

It’s awesome, I love it. Because most of the time I’m doing homework or reading 

related to class. It kind of forces you to because you’re sitting in front of a 

computer, like what else are you going to do? It’s pretty awesome; I think it’s 

helped me keep even more on track. Because I think I’ve been doing a good job 

and it’s helped me do even better. 

 

Valerie’s work experience impacted her in a number of ways. Her job off-campus at the 

clothing store became a time casualty, and pulled her away from academically 

integrating. Unlike Brandon, her position did not relate to her future career. Her 

experience transitioning from her off-campus job to her on-campus job also gave Valerie 

the schemata needed to develop problem-solving schema related to time management and 

balance.  

 Overall, what distinguished the students who did not experience transfer shock 

and those who did was not contact with their family or a commitment to work, but the 

way that those external commitments impacted their career plans as well as their ability 

to commit time to academic integration. Through the protective factors lens, we can see 

that any time away from academic integration can be a risk factor. When a student’s 

employment is tied to their specific career goal, it acts as a protective factor because that 

connection to the career goal mitigates the potential damage caused by time away from 

academics. Although students might not be spending that time on their academic 

integration, they are spending that time re-affirming their commitment to their goal, 

which encourages students to keep their academic performance in focus and engage in 

planning strategies.  
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Likewise, family relationships are not always a time casualty. Rhonda’s 

husband’s financial support allowed Rhonda to spend more time on academic integration 

on finding an income source that also served as professional experience, and Sarah’s 

mother helped her make important decisions about transferring. Greg also talked about 

his wife having a huge role in his success as a student. He said, “to me, also having her 

there, it helps to keep me in check, of my goals, like what our plans are...” Greg’s also 

saw his wife as a person who kept him calm when he got overly stressed about school. 

I mean, that’s what my wife’s there for, keep me in check. If I reach the point 

where I study for like three days straight she’ll like tell me, okay, come to sleep 

now. Just, so you know, it’s good to have my wife there, to keep me stable and 

not go over the edge. 

 

Greg’s interactions with his wife, unlike Valerie’s interactions with her mother, kept him 

from feeling stressed and ultimately experiencing a time casualty because of the stress. 

Family relationships served as a protective factor when they helped to reduce the risk 

factors that contribute to transfer shock, namely procedural challenges and time casualty.  

Academic Strategies 

 Every student was asked to explain strategies used to succeed academically. 

Every single student that I interviewed who was able to avoid transfer shock had a well-

articulated strategy that they believed helped them to stay on top of his or her time and 

academic workload. These strategies included writing multiple drafts of assignments, 

creating study guides, scheduling time specific for each course for studying or 

completing assignments, and marking deadlines in a day planner or an online calendar. 

What distinguished this group from those who experienced transfer shock was the level 

of detail that they were able to provide for their strategies. These students enthusiastically 

shared the details for how they managed their workload. Rhonda shared,  
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Um, at the beginning of the semester I had created a schedule that has all of my 

classes, the time I’m in class, and the expected study time based on generally 

what I know based on other experiences and what college professors generally 

assign outside classroom time. And then I sit down and look at all the free space 

that I have, on campus and off-campus, and I actually put it in a spreadsheet 

‘cause it’s easiest, and I assign specific dates and times that this is when I’m 

going to work on this specific thing.  And I don’t always follow exactly to that 

schedule, but knowing that, well I spent an extra hour working on my geography 

homework today. That means that yesterday I didn’t work on math homework. 

That means I really need to buckle down during this math segment, and really 

work on it, otherwise you’re not going to get it down because tomorrow you have 

stuff that I have to do in English. So having that plan, kind of laid out and 

knowing that I had to get it done in that specific window, knowing that I wasn’t 

going to have that time available again really forced me to sit down, because 

procrastinating is one of the things that got me last time. 

 

  This passage not only reflects Rhonda’s planning strategies, but also once again 

emphasizes the emotional buffer that she carried into her transition to Southwest U. 

Rhonda was aware that she would need to spend a substantial chunk of time on 

schoolwork and planned accordingly.  

 Jeremy was a music major who had previously attempted business and applied 

science degrees at community college before acknowledging that his true passion was in 

music education. He provided a similar schema that he used to execute his workload: 

“Getting the work in on time and um, I have a calendar in my cell phone which is like a 

Bible to me because it—there’s no way I can keep all these assignments and all these 

concert dates in my head, so I use my calendar, um, prolifically.” 

 Lily acknowledged that the larger class-size was something that took time to 

adjust to. Her strategy for adjusting to the larger class size was unique, though. Lily 

decided to take on a preceptor, or teaching assistant, role in order to spend more time on 

the material in smaller groups and with the professor. 

Interviewer: Did you have any classes that were really big when you first got 

here? 
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Lily: Um, I’ve had one…  

 

Interviewer: Okay, it was like, in a big lecture hall? 

 

Lily: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: So what was that class like compared to your other smaller classes? 

 

Lily: Um, well I ended up being a preceptor for it, which probably helped a lot. 

 

Interviewer: Oh okay. 

 

Lily: But it was kind of intimidating, I think it was a little harder to learn in that 

class. 

 

Interviewer: How did you, what strategies did you use to study for that class? To 

learn in that class? 

 

Lily: Um, well being a preceptor helped a lot because I was able to, like, I don’t 

know if tutoring is the right word but helping other people in the class. So it 

helped me retain more information to explain it to them. 

 

 Lily understood her role as a preceptor as what helped her academically integrate in a 

class where she was initially unsure of her ability to succeed.   

 The students who did not experience transfer shock engaged their problem-

solving schema during their procedural challenges, but also with their coursework in 

order succeed academically. The difference between these students and the students who 

experienced a drop in GPA was that they began their work at Southwest U knowing how 

they would use their problem-solving schema to succeed academically. Without the 

problem-solving schema, students who experienced transfer shock had to develop these 

strategies during the time their spent at Southwest U as a student.  

Building Academic Strategies with Validating Agents 

 The students who experienced transfer shock were often able to develop the 

problem-solving schema and build other protective factors while they were a student at 
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Southwest U. It is important to note the role of managerial professionals in helping them 

do this. Although interactions with managerial professionals have been described up to 

this point as problematic for transfer students, causing procedural challenges and 

subsequent time casualty, it is important to note that some managerial professionals 

helped students to persist and build resiliency, even if they initially experienced transfer 

shock.  

 The majority of the students in the transfer shock group were able to make sense 

of their new environment and the near constant string of procedural challenges they 

experienced through partnerships with managerial professionals. This allowed students to 

develop the problem-solving schema that they may not have upon entry into the 

university. These problem-solving schema help students persist, even though it may not 

be developed in time to save their GPA. About half of the transfer shock students 

mentioned the Transfer Student Center at Southwest U as an important piece of their 

integration into the university. Gary described the Transfer Student Center as “binding.” 

Interviewer: Um, what role has the Transfer Center played in your transition? 

 

Gary: Oh it’s binding. It’s like glue there. I go there to study and it’s always a 

good atmosphere…  Like that’s kind of a neutral area where you just go and 

everything is awesome.  I guess kind of like the LGBTQ center, where anyone 

can go there, it doesn’t matter, it’s just—this is an area where you can hang out 

and do what you want to do. 

 

Gary was able to use the Transfer Student Center as a place to feel comfortable on 

campus. Several other students referenced the Transfer Student Center staff as people 

who helped them solve problems they encountered. When asked about how she secured 

her financial aid, Carol said,  

I went through the financial aid system here—or I should say, with help from [a 

staff member]—we were sent into [the] Scholarship Office to find some 
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scholarship stuff, and then [the staff member] helped me with finding a little bit 

more FAFSA money to help fill the gap from last semester. 

 

Carol overcame a procedural challenge with the help of managerial professionals at the 

Transfer Student Center.  

Staff members at the Transfer Student Center were not the only managerial 

professionals who transfer students credited with helping them. Valerie shared that a club 

adviser helped her gain self-confidence and self-efficacy. She joined the Hispanic 

Scholarship Fund club and worked with a managerial professional who both challenged 

and supported her.  

I became a president of a club, and our adviser was the one that mostly kind of 

helped me. And not even like, not even, just being like do this, do that, do that, 

but being like, you can do it, like go find stuff, like just being supportive. I think 

that’s all I needed. 

 

When she talked about this adviser, she explained the differences in how she perceived 

support versus babying.  

I think babying is like, like at the community college, the way I describe babying 

is taking you every single step. Like, okay, you did this, let’s do this other step, 

and the other step. No, just being like, this is the tools, you figure it out, go do it, 

that type of thing. 

 

Valerie’s experience with her adviser is reminiscent of Barnett’s (2007) concept of the 

validating agent. Barnett found that students who felt validated by a faculty member or 

managerial professional gained confidence, which strengthened their academic 

integration. This can be seen in Valerie’s case. Valerie felt that her adviser provided her 

with the tools to develop academic strategies and a problem-solving schema, and then 

empowered her to solve problems on her own with his support. Valerie’s connection to 

her adviser can be seen as a protective factor. 
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 Danielle was another student who found validation in a member of the campus 

community.  

So my teacher, you know, I’d been talking to her, like I do all my instructors or 

whatever, and I was just chit-chatting and I was like, “wow you have five kids, 

that’s crazy. How do you do it?” And she was like, “well one’s getting ready to go 

to college.” And just chit-chatting, you know? ‘Cause as an older person, I can 

relate to an older person, you know?...And I could say, hey, this paper, what do 

you think about this, or whatnot? You know. And so she was like, “hey, I’m 

needing preceptors this fall. If you’re interested let me know, you know, you 

sound like we’d work great together.”… Knowing that you can write and being 

able to prove it on a resume is invaluable. You know? Um, so why not? You 

know? And I love my teacher. And she’s already said, “hey, if there’s anything 

you need recommendations for, let me know.” You know? When I do something, 

I do it to the fullest potential and I try my hardest. 

 

Danielle’s instructor connected with her and validated her by providing challenge and 

support. As a result, Danielle perceived her relationship with her instructor as helping her 

feel a sense of belonging and aptitude at Southwest U. 

 It is important to recognize that using a validating framework, managerial 

professionals can be a positive part of the educational experience. Although interactions 

with managerial professionals may cause students frustration and time casualty in their 

first semester of transfer, it may be the system in which the managerial professionals are 

working, rather than the people themselves, that causes the procedural challenges. 

The themes that arose from my analysis stimulated my thinking to significantly 

revise the conceptualization of persistence frameworks to better suit what I observed 

happening among transfer students. The result is depicted in Figure 4. Starting at the 

bottom of the figure, students in both groups transition into the university. Transfer 

represents this concept. Students from the resilient group framed their educational goals 

within the context of their careers. Their career plans contained more specific detail 

overall than the students in the transfer shock group. On the right side of the word 
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transfer in the figure, the words intention/vision represent the theme that emerged from 

the transfer shock group, who all had vague career plans that were not very developed. 

On the bottom-left side of the figure, the themes of career goals, preparation, and 

strategy mark context that preceded the resilient group’s transfer into Southwest 

University. 

The left side of the figure represents the process of socio-academic integration for 

the resilient group. Students transfer into the university with a specific set of perceptions 

and strategies. Their journey towards socio-academic integration follows Figure 4 

upwards into the process of integrating, which includes procedural challenges, strategies 

and assets the student uses to combat procedural challenges, which leads to time saved, 

and ultimately, socio-academic integration. I will elaborate on these themes in the 

remainder of the chapter. 

The right side of the figure depicts the process of socio-academic integration for 

the students in the transfer shock group. Students transfer into the university and meet 

many of the same procedural challenges as the resilient group. Whereas the resilient 

group used their emotional buffer and problem-solving schema to combat procedural 

challenges quickly to conserve time, the transfer shock group was less prepared for these 

challenges and consequently had to develop a problem-solving schema after they 

transferred, which took time away from socio-academically integrating. In the absence of 

an existing problem-solving schema, the time lost from managing procedural challenges 

is labeled time casualty.  

Many of the interviews with the transfer shock group took place later than their 

first semester of transfer, so it was interesting to see how students were able to develop a 
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problem-solving schema and academic strategies that allowed for integration after their 

first semester. Students referenced relationships with managerial professionals that 

helped them learn the landscape of their new institution. These relationships, labeled 

validating agents in Figure 4, helped students build academic strategies in order to socio-

academically integrate and persist to graduation.  

Lastly, some of the labels in Figure 4 are depicted inside of a large circle, and 

some labels are depicted outside of the circle. The circle represents the interactions and 

contexts that take place inside of a university. Both groups in the study described 

interactions that they perceived as protective or risks factors that contributed to their 

integration and resiliency.  
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Figure 4. Model of Transfer Shock and Resiliency  

 

 

Summary of Conceptual Contribution 

 This analysis has contributed to theory on persistence and retention by 

highlighting the role of the institution and truly elaborating on the process of how 

students engage in socio-academic integration. Previous analyses have not foregrounded 

the role of the institution in adding systemic barriers to integrating with the university. 

This is illustrated in the concept of time casualty. Figure 5 illustrates the impact that time 

casualty has on integration. 
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Figure 5. Transfer Student Socio-Academic Integration 

 

 Specific career plans and goals, an existing problem-solving schema, and 

academic strategies were protective factors for resilient students in this study. 

Fundamental institutional systems created a risk-inducing environment that made these 

protective factors necessary in order to avoid transfer shock.   

Disruptive impact of time casualty.  The concept of the time casualty is an 

important factor in describing the impact of organizational structure on transfer student 

socio-academic integration. In the student interviews in this study, the function of 

managerial professionals in advising, credit transfer, and financial aid disrupted the 

students’ ability to fully transition into their new university setting.  

 The data indicate that the concept of time casualty did not only impact the time 

students spent on their coursework. Students described a cumulative emotional taxation 



OVERCOMING SHOCK 74 

that disrupted their identity as a student and caused elevated levels of stress. The 

exponential level of energy spent on this stress was linked in many cases to the 

institutional policies articulated and enforced by managerial professionals and their 

interactions with transfer students. In many examples of time casualty, students cited 

financial aid policies and credit transfer politics that had them so frustrated and stressed 

that coursework was backgrounded to the disruptive impact of their interactions with 

university employees. Previous literature on transfer shock has not thoroughly examined 

the process by which students interact with the organization and the way that effect their 

socio-academic integration. In the case of the students in this study, this process was a 

central part of their struggle to transition. 

 Significance of the problem-solving schema.  Another crucial process and 

significant contribution to the literature on transfer shock is the problem-solving schema. 

The problem-solving schema was a protective factor that students used to be resilient to 

the systemic barriers created by the institution. Students borrowed skills they learned in 

other environments to navigate the organizational structure of the university and interact 

with the university workforce and overcome systemic barriers to socio-academic 

integration.  

 Students sought support from managerial professionals in cultural centers and 

other student services units focused on massification. Revenue generating units like 

financial aid and the registrar were at the root of the institutional problems that the 

students experienced. The problem-solving schema allowed some students to push past 

the procedural barriers in order to avoid the emotional stress that contributed to the time 

casualty.   
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Resiliency themes in education scholarship. Although resiliency is not a term 

widely used in higher education scholarship, it has been operationalized in the context of 

educational attainment. O’Connor (1997) found themes of resiliency in her interviews 

with low-income, African American adolescents. My research of community college 

transfer students resembles O’Connor’s research, in that both studies compare one group 

to another to determine the process by which one group overcomes challenges and 

another does not. Similar to my study, O’Connor found that both groups of participants 

were able to articulate the systemic challenges that they faced because of their 

marginalized identity. The group of participants that were resilient to systemic barriers 

provided “concrete examples which conveyed that individuals could defy racial barriers” 

(p. 622).  

This resembles the problem-solving schema that I developed from my findings, in 

that transfer students who did not experience transfer shock learned in previous 

experiences how to negotiate a complicated system, which helped prepare them to 

navigate the institutional bureaucracy that was preventing them from socio-academically 

integrating. O’Connor situated resiliency in the context of education for low-income 

African American students, and her findings were reflected in my findings of community 

college transfer students nearly 20 years later. 

Initially, I hypothesized that transfer students who avoided jeopardizing their 

GPAs had strong connections to their family and their career goals, which kept them 

engaged in their academic integration at the university. I used Tinto’s (1975) and Deil-

Amen’s (2011) frameworks for integration. Through thorough analysis of the 15 

interviews, I developed a model of socio-academic integration that accounted for the 
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ways students experience interactions with managerial professionals in their transition. 

This model included the addition of the time casualty and the problem-solving schema, 

which I had not anticipated based on my pilot analysis. These processes and 

environmental interactions are unique contributions to what we know about the student 

experience of the transfer pipeline. 

Another expansion of the initial hypothesis is the significance of context in 

students’ interactions with managerial professionals and family members. My assumption 

had been that strong ties to the students’ families generally led to an easier transition into 

the university. The findings from the 15 interviews indicate that family relationships can 

contribute to the time casualty in socio-academic integration as well as provide support, 

encouragement, and social capital for transfer students, depending on the interactions. 

The same holds true for interactions with managerial professionals. Depending on how 

the managerial professionals are situated in the institution, as well as whether the transfer 

student engages their problem-solving schema, managerial professionals can have 

variable impacts on student transition. 

 It is important to note that planning and problem-solving skills, as well as 

strategies for success, are beneficial for all students. However, the institution does not 

need to be the environment in students’ lives that they need to be resilient against, 

especially when the systemic barriers disproportionately impact community college 

transfer students. Policy and practice should strive to replace the need for resiliency with 

a system that does not disproportionately work against community college transfer 

students.  
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CHAPTER 6 

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

Implications for Future Research 

The theory developed in this study is broad in scope, and can be analyzed more 

thoroughly in targeted research. This section will outline ways that researchers can 

continue to explore the process of transitioning to a four-year university from a 

community college, and evaluate institutional behavior in easing that transition.  

 Procedural challenges ought to be more minutely defined and measured. 

Qualitative research with the exclusive task of understanding the role procedure plays in 

community college transfer will be a logical first step, followed by quantitative research 

to determine the impact each procedural challenge has on academic performance. 

Researchers may also want to examine the problem-solving process more closely. Again, 

by creating a more fine-tuned definition, it might be possible to set up parameters for how 

to measure problem-solving schema and evaluate its function in the life of a transfer 

student.  

 In addition to examining individual parts of the theory developed in this study, it 

may be revealing to analyze the impact transfer shock and problem-solving schema have 

on students in different disciplines. This analysis cut across a large spectrum of academic 

disciplines, so an analysis of these phenomena in specific majors could reveal relevant 

themes related to the experiences of students in different colleges and ways that they 

perceive the institution.  

 It is important to continue studying transfer shock, and specifically, the 

community college and four-year institution’s role in perpetuating its occurrence. As 
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more and more students choose to enter higher education through two-year colleges, it is 

more important than ever to ensure that students are able to integrate into their academic 

environments and remain competitive applicants for graduate programs and employment 

opportunities.  

The framework developed from my pilot research also deviated from Tinto’s 

model in the acknowledgment of the interaction between goals and commitments, 

external commitments/relationships, and intentions. Specifically, Tinto framed external 

commitments as a factor that belonged outside of a person’s identity as a student and their 

integration into the university environment. In contrast, my pilot data supported Hurtado 

and Carter’s (1997) analysis that suggested a close tie between students’ external 

commitments and relationships and their degree goals and commitments. In their study, 

they found that students’ sense of belonging came less from individual behaviors and 

more from group membership. Membership in a group connected students’ cultural 

backgrounds to the college campus that was historically designed to exclude 

marginalized populations. My findings suggested that external relationships and 

commitments contributed to student resiliency to transfer shock.  Participants related their 

commitment to their education to family, personal relationships, and responsibilities 

outside of the university.  

 The systemic role of managerial professionals as a workforce within the 

organization can also be subject to future research. The emphasis in this study was on 

how the students interacted with the institution, but another angle can integrate this 

study’s findings into examining resource allocation, staffing, and political power of 

various student service units in an effort to look directly at these systemized structures.   
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Implications for Practice 

 The findings of this study provide many important thoughts to consider in student 

affairs in higher education practice. Both in community colleges as well as four-year 

institutions, educational practice could be adjusted to minimize the occurrence of transfer 

shock.  

 Students in the group who did not experience transfer shock had strong 

understandings of their career goals. Even if career goals shifted while they were in 

school, the common factor was that they felt informed and connected to a career plan, 

and strong grades were a significant part of that plan. This implies that career services 

offices may need to be part of the educational conversation long before a student’s third 

or fourth year in college.  Community colleges might introduce career services to 

stimulate students’ commitment to specific, long-term career goals. Four-year colleges 

could integrate career services into academic affairs so that students are able make a 

connection between academic performance and their long-term plans. 

 This implication relates to Deil-Amen and Rosenbaum’s (2004) analysis of 

charter building in community college and occupational colleges. Although the authors 

did not conclude that industry partners’ involvement in curricular activities was causal in 

occupational colleges’ high job placement rate, the findings in my study may support that 

claim and provide further examination of the process by which students connect their 

curricular achievements with their career goals.  

 In order to truly create seamless transfer pipelines between community colleges 

and four-year universities, institutions of higher education must fully understand the 

issues that policy is designed to fix. This means that articulation agreements cannot 
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increase the rate of transfer or impact the issue of transfer shock if professional practice 

does not address the needs of community college transfer students. Institutional practice 

must mirror the intention of policy in order to prevent the negative impacts of transfer 

shock.  

 This research carries implications for practice of managerial professionals. When 

students reported positive outcomes with their interactions with managerial professionals, 

it was related to the validation and support students received. Managerial professionals 

do not have to be the source of procedural challenges, and they also don’t have to solve 

problems for transfer students. A middle ground can be that of challenge and support. 

Managerial professionals can enhance the educational experience by providing students 

with validation and the schemata they need to grow and mature inside and outside of the 

classroom.  

 Students’ consistent experiences of peer support and student-to-student 

transmission of knowledge and problem-solving schema cannot be ignored in practice. 

Managerial professionals might consider facilitating peer-mentorship programs in the 

place of staff-mentorship and administration. This practice has the possibility of building 

teamwork and a sense of community for university students.  

 Finally, the role of a student’s support network ought to be part of the 

conversation if students are struggling. Tinto’s version of persistence largely ignores the 

positive role that family can play in helping a student academically integrate.  Hurtado 

and Carter (1997) emphasize this dynamic. Ties to community of origin help 

marginalized students persist in non-inclusive campus climates. University climate could 
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be adjusted to help families of all students feel validated and capable of supporting their 

student.  

Conclusion 

 Although transfer student resiliency was the focus of the phenomenological 

interviews used in this study, the institutional environment that disproportionately 

exposes transfer students to risk factors that detract from academic integration is 

extremely problematic. The transfer students who were able to avoid transfer shock 

brought problem-solving schema, an emotional buffer, and other protective factors into 

the four-year institution with them to overcome the risk-inducing environment of the 

four-year college. Resilient students’ skillsets and assets will undoubtedly help them 

navigate challenging situations throughout their lives, but scholars and university 

administrators alike should be interested in the challenging situation created for transfer 

students by university policy and practice. It is my hope that this research will shed some 

light on the unnecessarily difficult systems that transfers students are asked to navigate in 

order to integrate academically and emerge successfully into a competitive job market. 
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APPENDIX A—RECRUITMENT EMAIL FOR NON-TRANSFER SHOCK 

STUDENTS 

SUBJECT LINE: You are a success story 

Hi, my name is Noel, and I’m contacting you because you were able to earn a high GPA 

in your first semester here at [Southwest U]. Congratulations! I’m working with the 

Transfer Student Center’s Faculty Fellow in cooperation with the Transfer Student Center 

director. I’d like to interview you for research on what it takes to excel as a transfer 

student, especially because so many other transfer students struggle. If you would like to 

share your experiences, please respond to this email so we can set up a time and place to 

chat that would be convenient for you.   

Compensation will be provided. 

An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The University 

of Arizona reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to 

applicable state and federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the 

rights and welfare of participants in research. 

Thanks in advance for your participation! 

Best regards, 

 

Nöel Hennessey 

MA Candidate in Higher Education 

College of Education | Educational Policies Studies & Practice 

Graduate Assistant  
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APPENDIX B—RECRUITMENT EMAIL FOR TRANSFER SHOCK STUDENTS 

SUBJECT LINE: Share your transfer story 

Hi, my name is Noel. I’m working with the Transfer Student Center’s Faculty Fellow in 

cooperation with tthe Transfer Student Center Director. If you are interested in talking 

with me about challenges that may be unique to transfer students, or ways that 

[Southwest U} can better support transfer students to succeed academically, please 

respond to this email. I would love to set up a time and place to talk that would be 

convenient for you. It would be an informal interview with no right or wrong answers – 

you would just answer the questions I have about your experiences before and after 

transferring. 

Compensation will be provided. 

An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The University 

of Arizona reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to 

applicable state and federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the 

rights and welfare of participants in research. 

Thanks in advance for your participation! 

Best regards, 

 

Nöel Hennessey 

MA Candidate in Higher Education 

College of Education | Educational Policies Studies & Practice 

Graduate Assistant  

  

 

  



OVERCOMING SHOCK 84 

APPENDIX C—INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Open Ended Questions 

 

Can you tell me about your life before college? 

PROBES:  Where are you from?  Who is in your family?  When and why did you 

decide to go to college?   

 

Explain what the process of applying to college was like for you. 

 

Tell me about your previous institution.   

PROBES: What were classes like?  What were your instructors like?  How did you 

relate to your teachers?  Other students? 

 

Tell me about your decision to come to Southwest U and how you experienced that 

transition.  

PROBE: Why did you decide to come here?  What was your application process like?  

Tell me about class registration.  Tell me about financial aid.  Tell me about 

transferring credits.   

 

Who do you think has been supportive in helping you navigate your transition into this 

university? 

 

Do you feel there have been any particularly difficult challenges? 

 

Have any specific procedures been difficult to navigate?   

 

What about your classes here?  What have they been like for you?  How do they differ 

from your previous institution?  What strategies do you use to study and do homework? 

 

Do you have a particular attitude, approach or strategy that helps you keep going, helps 

you succeed?  

 

Do you spend time with other students?  How have you connected to other students on 

campus?  Who do you spend your free time with? 

 

Do you work at a job?  Did you work when you went to your last institution?  Tell me 

about work.  Why do you work where you work? How do you think it influences your 

college work and college goals? 

 

Are you involved in any extra activities on campus?  Tell me about those.  How and why 

did you get involved? 

 

Do you use the Transfer Student Center or their staff?  How?  If not, why not? 
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Can you describe your educational goals and how they’ve developed?  Do you feel 

you’ve done anything so far to achieve those goals?  What do you think you need to do in 

the future to move toward those goals?  What do you feel strengthens your commitment 

to your goals?  What do you think weakens or threatens your commitment to your goals? 

 

Is there something or someone that you can think of that has been a valuable help to you 

in your college-going?  For instance, you might feel that if they or it had not been helpful 

or available to you, you might not have succeeded so far?  
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