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Introduction 
There is increasing pressure to make the higher education system more accountable, with calls for 
funding formulas to be based upon completion of degree courses, rather than the more traditional 
enrollment numbers. In his 2020 agenda, President Obama called on colleges to set goals for 
completion in order to qualify for federal funding, a shift from the traditional enrollment-based 
funding formula (Field, 2010). The 2013 Strategic Plan for the University of North Carolina System 
puts forward a performance funding model that will reward campuses for improving in key areas, 
including graduation and retention rates (Strategic Directions, 2013). Performance-based funding 
has already had an impact on Appalachian’s budget (Langdon, 2013). The charge to the Transfer 
Services Team includes researching national trends relating to transfer student success. This 
literature review considers some of the barriers transfer students face in their transition to a four-
year institution, and best practices for overcoming these barriers. 
 
Gelin (1999) notes that effective transfer is a function of both sending and receiving institutional 
policies, practices, and culture. These responsibilities include orienting, advising and providing 
support services, as well as providing opportunities for academic and social integration (Townsend 
& Wilson, 2006). As long as four-year institutions provide the academic and social supports 
necessary to ease the transition, there is no reason why transfer students should graduate at lower 
rates than native students (Melguzio et al, 2011; Townsend, 2008). Currently at Appalachian, the 
average cumulative GPA for transfer students at the end of their first year at Appalachian is slightly 
lower than that for native students – 2.85 as against 3.11. Additionally, the sophomore one-year 
persistence rate for transfer students is slightly lower than that for native students – 85.5%, 
compared to 90.1% (IRAP, 2012). How do we explain these differences, and what can be done to 
narrow the gap? Owens (2007) maintains that, in order to gain a clear understanding of student 
persistence at four-year institutions, those institutions need to determine the challenges students face 
when entering.  
 
Transfer students exhibit a great range of diversity in terms of age, race, socioeconomic status, and 
previous educational experience. They bring a range of assumptions, frequently false, from their 
previous institution, which, if held onto, can hinder their navigating the new administrative 
bureaucracy (Tobowolsky & Cox, 2012). Transfer students do not want to be treated like freshmen, 
but their lack of knowledge about how their new institution functions often means that this is how 
they end up feeling anyway (Townsend & Wilson, 2006). This effect is compounded by the fact that, 
although transfer students are not always full-time, residential or traditionally aged, they are 
frequently served by programs based on that model. Additionally, eligibility criteria, deadlines and 
other policies related to services such as financial aid, on-campus housing, and honours programs 
are usually geared towards students entering as freshman (Kodama, 2002). 
 
Transfer and Transition 
To understand some of the challenges faced by transfer students when they transfer to a new 
institution, it is important to consider the process involved. There are two parts to the transfer 
transition: the process itself, involving course choices at the sending institution and the application 



to the receiving institution; and the adjustment to the new institution once the student has 
transferred (Townsend, 2008). Hagedorn (2005) observes that the transfer process is influenced by 
institutional factors, as well as individual factors, such as success strategies and personal resources.  
 
Institutional factors impacting the transfer process can occur at both the sending institution and the 
receiving institution. Packard et al (2012) list three themes of institutional delay that can arise for 
students transferring from a community college to a four-year institution: informational setbacks; 
imperfect program alignment; and community college resource limitations. Informational setbacks 
include situations where students at the sending institution are advised to complete an Associate’s 
degree rather than the transfer core, or where they sign up for courses that will not transfer (Packard 
et al, 2012). This non-transfer of credits is the most frequent frustration in the application process 
(Townsend, 2008). Imperfect program alignment between community colleges and four-year 
institutions occurs when community college courses do not transfer as expected, such as students 
taking three hours of mathematics at the community college without a lab, when the four-year 
institution requires the lab for the student to progress towards their major. The continually changing 
prerequisites for courses at the four-year institution also add delays for students. Additionally, 
resource limitations at the community college sometimes means that classes students require to work 
towards their proposed major at the four-year institution simply are not available (Packard et al, 
2012). One further frustration is the length of time the application process takes (Townsend, 2008). 
Despite these themes of institutional delay, students transferring from community college generally 
cope better than students transferring from other four-year institutions because community college 
students expect challenges when transferring (Kirk-Kuwaye & Kirk-Kuwaye, 2007). 
 
In terms of adjustment to the new institution, Flaga (2006) describes five dimensions involved in the 
transition process. The first dimension, learning resources, refers to the formal information 
resources provided by the institution, as well as the informal information resources provided by 
friends. Included in this dimension is the information students manage to gather as a result of their 
own initiative. The second dimension, connecting, involves the development of relationships with 
other members of the new institution. The third dimension, familiarity, develops as students 
internalize the information they have gathered. Flaga’s next dimension, negotiating, involves 
students adjusting their behavior and surroundings as necessary in order to be successful. One 
example of this kind of behavior is when a student chooses to sit in the same place in a classroom 
each time, making it more likely that she or he will get to know the students sitting nearby. The last 
dimension, integrating, describes a developmental change that results from students’ relation to the 
three different environments in which the dimensions of transition are situated: the academic, social 
and physical environments of the institution. The academic environment includes interactions in 
class, with faculty, with study groups, and with advisors. The social environment consists of formal 
and informal interactions with students outside the classroom. The physical environment includes 
the bricks and mortar of the institution, as well as the structure in which campus services are 
organized, and the culture of the campus itself.  
 
Challenges 
Transfer students face a number of barriers when transferring to a new institution. They often have 
to adjust to differences in class and campus size, academic rigor, and institutional culture (Lanaan, 
1996). Of major concern is the culture shock transfer students experience when entering a new 
institution, brought about by the different institutional practices, a frequent lack of centralized 
information about academic requirements, and less interaction with faculty, who, from the 
perspective of students transferring from community colleges, appear to be less concerned about the 



welfare of their students than their colleagues in the two-year institutions. Other barriers include the 
sometimes poor academic preparation of transferring students, the lack of family support, problems 
with financial resources, and the need to work more hours to address this lack of financial resources, 
with the subsequent impact on hours available for study (Dennis et al, 2008; Packard et al, 2012). 
Many institutions ignore the social challenges faced by transfer students (Tobolowsky & Cox, 2012). 
Mullin (2012) points out that many narratives about transfer students focus on the academic 
deficiencies of some transfer students, while not enough attention is given to the academically 
advanced transfer students in the community college student body. However, even when transfer 
students do well academically, they may not be socially or psychologically prepared for the transition 
(Kodama, 2002). 
 
The barriers transfer students face can result in students experiencing “transfer shock”, defined by 
Hills as a decline in GPA in the first semester (1965). There are a number of factors that contribute 
to this transfer shock. Firstly, native students may already have met and worked with the faculty 
teaching some classes, and so develop closer relationships with these faculty than do transfer 
students meeting faculty for the first time (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). These relationships with faculty 
are crucial for student persistence (Astin, 1985). Additionally, many transfer students are entering 
courses in their major for the first time, which are at a higher level than those to which they are 
accustomed, with a consequent impact on achievement (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). More recent 
studies suggest that transfer shock is only minor, and that most students recover in their first year 
(Dennis et al, 2008; Diaz, 1992). Young, low-achieving students are more likely to experience 
transfer shock, which highlights the need for academic support such as mentoring, tutoring, 
academic counseling, and learning communities (Dennis et al, 2008). 
 
As noted above, transfer students exhibit a great range of diversity in terms of age, race, 
socioeconomic status, and previous educational experience (Tobowolsky & Cox, 2012). These 
different life experiences and situations can impact students’ transfer experiences. Students who 
transfer with a large number of credits are more likely to be successful at their new institution 
(IRAP, 2012; Owens, 2007). Other factors which impact students’ transfer experiences include 
whether or not the student lives on campus, the degree of interaction a student has with his or her 
peers, the degree of extracurricular involvement, whether the student is full or part time, and 
whether he or she is employed on or off campus (Owens, 2007). These factors all relate to how 
engaged the student is with campus. The degree of student involvement in academics, relationships 
with faculty, and interaction with student peer groups is key to student persistence (Astin, 1984; 
Wang & Wharton 2010). Involvement refers to the amount of physical and psychological energy a 
student devotes to the experience (Astin, 1984). Involvement in campus activities helps students 
connect and feel part of the university. Where students are significantly involved, they are more 
likely to have a positive transition (Flaga, 2006). Bean (2005) notes, “Few would deny that the social 
lives of students in college and their exchanges with others inside and outside the institution are 
important in retention decisions” (p. 227). Failing to become involved in campus life can lead to 
greater rates of attrition (Tinto, 1993). Wang and Wharton (2012) list four dimensions of student 
involvement: academic involvement; social involvement; participation in student organisations; and 
students’ use of support services. Wang and Wharton note that transfer student lack of awareness of 
services is a factor in their lower use of these services when compared to native students (2012). 
 
Students’ personal characteristics also impact the transfer experience. Motivation, adjustment and 
perceptions can sometimes be more important than cognitive skills (Dennis et al, 2008). Lanaan 
(2007) notes that students with a low self-concept will have greater difficulty in adjusting to the new 



institution. Additionally, students with negative perceptions about the four-year institution will have 
difficulty adjusting (Flaga, 2006). Academic goals and academic-related skills such as time-
management and communication skills are also strong predictors of retention (Dennis et al, 2008). 
While these student attributes are largely beyond the control of the institution, the conditions in 
which institutions place their students can be managed (Tinto & Pusser, 2006). Tinto & Pusser 
identify six conditions for student success: institutional commitment; expectations; academic, social 
and financial support; feedback; involvement; and learning. They note that learning communities are 
a good way of providing the conditions for success (2006). 
 
Students new to an institution can experience marginality arising from feelings of isolation on 
campus (Kodama, 2002). This experience of marginality can impact student retention rates: The 
more students feel marginalized, the more likely they are to leave an institution (Schlossberg et al, 
1989). The availability of support services reduces feelings of marginality, as can opportunities to 
work on campus (Kodama, 2002). 
 
Overcoming the barriers: Recommendations for best practice 
Clearly, transfer students face a number of barriers in the process of transitioning to a new 
institution. What can be done to ease the transition? This section of the paper examines the 
literature for recommendations on how best to assist transfer students in their transition, both 
before they arrive, and once they enroll at the new institution. As noted in the introduction, effective 
transfer is a function of both sending and receiving institutional policies, practices, and culture 
(Gelin, 1999). Some of the recommendations discussed in this section apply particularly to the 
receiving four-year institution, others to the sending community college, and a third group of 
recommendations apply to both sending and receiving institutions. The discussion on sending 
institutions is limited to community colleges, since four-year institutions are unlikely to want to 
establish relationships with other four-year institutions for the purpose of promoting transfer. 
 
In terms of what receiving institutions can do to better meet the needs of transfer students, one key 
recommendation is the creation of a transfer services center. The center should be a campus 
“home” for transfer students, acting as a one-stop shop for transfer students that allows them to 
meet others like themselves, obtain access to sustained advising and prepare for the transition to the 
larger campus community (College Board, 2011; Ellis, 2013; Mullin, 2012; Townsend & Wilson, 
2006). The transfer services center should provide information about the importance of campus 
involvement to academic success, as well as information on campus resources, and how best to meet 
other students out of class (Townsend & Wilson, 2006). Locating services in a single location makes 
it easier for transfer students to find the services they need, as well as raise awareness of additional 
services that might be helpful.   

Another recommendation for four-year institutions is that orientation should be required (Handel & 
Williams, 2012; Mullin, 2012). It should be transfer specific, and should be enhanced to provide 
better service to transfer students. Orientation should not just be an academic introduction, but 
should provide opportunities for students to meet and form connections (Flaga 2006; Tobolowsky 
& Cox, 2012; Townsend, 2008). 
 
A third recommendation is the creation of a transfer mentor program for incoming transfer students 
(Lanaan, 2006). Specifically, transfer students should mentor new transfers, providing information 
on what they did to adjust socially and academically to adjust to the new institution, so helping the 



new transfer students get engaged with the campus (Townsend, 2008). A related idea is that transfer 
students at the receiving institution should be employed as recruiters (Ellis, 2013). 
 
Many transfer students express concern about faculty approachability (Roberts & Styron, 2012). 
Negative comments are often linked to the large class sizes at the receiving institution, where 
teachers of the large classes are seen as not caring about individual students. To overcome this 
negative perception, teachers should use techniques that allow the students in their classes to get to 
know each other (Townsend & Wilson, 2006). 
 
In its 2011 report, Improving student transfer from community colleges to four-year institutions – the perspective 
from baccalaureate-granting institutions, the College Board points out that helping students connect to the 
culture at their new institution is just as important for transfer students as freshmen students, and 
that students who connect quickly with their new environment are more likely to be successful. The 
report recommends reserving housing for transfer students on campus to provide them with time to 
fully engage in the campus community (College Board, 2011). Living on campus provides increased 
opportunities for students to engage academically and socially, as well as enabling them to become 
familiar with the new environment more quickly (Flaga, 2006). In particular, transfer-specific floors 
in residence halls, or residence halls specifically for transfer students, are recommended (Mullin, 
2012; Townsend, 2008). 
 
Additional suggestions for best practice include: providing more scholarships for transfer students; 
ensuring a quick turn around in terms of the application process so that students can visit campus 
ahead of time; holding receptions at the departmental level for new transfer students; identifying a 
transfer liaison in each department or college; and keeping seats open for transfer students in 
gateway courses (Ellis 2013; Flaga 2006; Mullin, 2012; Tobowolsky & Cox, 2012; Townsend, 2008). 
 
One common theme that arises in the literature is that four-year institutions should develop and 
foster authentic and equal partnerships with feeder community colleges (Ellis, 2013; Handel & 
Williams, 2012; Mullin, 2012; Townsend, 2008). Once such partnerships are developed, improved 
communication between sending and receiving institution will smooth the transfer process in a 
number of ways. Firstly, such partnerships would facilitate advisors from the four-year institution 
visiting the community college to provide up to date information on what courses transfer, thus 
making the transfer process more transparent, an essential ingredient for student success (Ellis, 
2013; Handel & Williams, 2012; Mullin, 2012; Townsend, 2008). As noted above, the non-transfer 
of credits is the most frequent frustration in the application process (Townsend, 2008). A key 
component of this transparency is the development of academic road maps to guide students (Ellis, 
2013; Handel & Williams, 2012). 
 
Collaboration between the sending and receiving institution would also enable faculty and staff from 
the receiving institution to reach out to students in their first year of college, enabling them to 
establish connections (Handel & Williams, 2012; Lanaan, 1996). Townsend (2008) believes that 
faculty at both institutions should work together to facilitate closer alignment on expectations. 
Connections between receiving and sending institutions would also result in opportunities for 
students from the sending institution to visit the receiving institution and become familiar with the 
campus, this easing the transition (Ellis, 2013). 
 
At the community college level, student services and academic advising should make every effort to 
ensure transfer students are well-equipped with the tools to handle the transition (Lanaan, 2007). To 



be effective, community college counselors should conduct focus groups to identify the information 
and services prospective transfer students need (Townsend & Wilson, 2006; Townsend, 2008). 
Transfer students typically identify a need for more and accurate information in general, and more 
information about which classes will transfer in particular (Townsend, 2008). In addition, 
community college counselors should explain the core curriculum, and provide students with clear 
and simplified information about degree plans (Ellis, 2013). One way to achieve this is to implement 
transfer seminar courses or workshops that focus on making the transition to the senior institution 
(Flaga, 2006; Lanaan, 1996). Such workshops could include students from the four-year institution 
who themselves have transferred (Lanaan, 1996).  
 
Conclusion 
Transfer students exhibit a great diversity and face a wide range of challenges when transferring 
from one institution to another. The transition to a new institution can impact student achievement 
and persistence rates. Under performance-based funding models, this lower persistence rate impacts 
the budget of the receiving institution. There is no reason why transfer students should not persist 
and achieve as successfully as native students, provided the appropriate supports are put in place. 
Successful transfer and transition depends on the efforts of both the sending and receiving 
institutions. Meaningful partnerships between both institutions will result in better-prepared 
students who are able to transition to their new institution more successfully. Enhanced support 
services that are transfer-student focused will result in improved persistence rates. 
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