
The college experience comprises numerous transitions for students, which 
existing research describes as processes involving an event or nonevent resulting 
in changes in behaviors and relationships (Goodman, Schlossberg, & Anderson, 
2006; Moos & Tsu, 1976; Schlossberg, 1981, 1984). While the transition to and 
through the first college year has been the subject of many studies and analyses 
(e.g., Koch, Foote, Hinkle, Keup, & Pistilli, 2007), less is known about the types of 
transitions students navigate following that early experience, such as changing (or 
failing) year levels, transferring between institutions, restarting a degree pathway, 
getting involved in cocurricular or extracurricular opportunities, or preparing for 
graduation. Although not as well documented, these other transitions can have 
a significant impact on student success. At the same time, the nature of a college 
education is changing, with students earning degrees composed of coursework 
from multiple institutions and a growing number of courses and degree programs 
offered partially or wholly online. From 2002 to 2012, the number of online 
students exceeded 6.1 million (Allen, Seaman, Lederman, & Jaschik, 2012). As 
the student population diversifies and pathways to and through higher education 
become increasingly varied (Tinto, 2012), the very nature of the transitions students 
experience are changing as rapidly as the students themselves. 

Schlossberg’s transition theory (Goodman et al., 2006) is a model for 
understanding how students experience transition and a framework for helping 
students navigate those experiences. The types of transitions she and her colleagues 
identified—anticipated or predictable (e.g., applying to graduate school), unanticipated 
(e.g., campus or personal tragedies), or nonevents (e.g., a rejected application)—make 
clear that the transitions students experience in college go well beyond simply joining 
a new academic community, advancing to upper-level study, or graduating. For 
this reason, in examining works to include in this collection, we defined transition 
as a point or period in which a student encounters an event or nonevent that may 
impact his or her progression toward educational or personal goals.
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 While we can generate a standard list of transitions students are likely to 
experience as they move into, through, and out of higher education, Schlossberg’s 
transition theory reminds us that transitions are unique to individual students. That 
is, the significance a student places on a transition depends on his or her relationship 
to the transition, its setting, (i.e., context), and the impact on daily life (as cited 
in Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010). For example, a transfer student, 
veteran, and an international student may all face a transition to a new institution, 
but the context in which they approach that event can differ significantly, resulting 
in very dissimilar transition experiences. Lastly, how individuals respond to these 
transitions depends on variables or situation factors, such as timing, duration, 
previous experience with similar transitions, or concurrent stress (Goodman 
et al., 2006). These factors also account for the variability in responses when a 
type of transition is experienced multiple times. For instance, a college student 
may transfer several times during the course of his or her undergraduate career. 
Though the process of transferring might be familiar, how the student responds 
to each transition can be different depending on the unique situational factors of 
each institution. 

The entries in this book describe studies on various points of transition in 
the college experience and populations of students who are considered to be in 
transition. It is beyond the scope of this volume to describe the characteristics of 
all the different types of college students in transition or the nuanced transitions 
they experience. Therefore, we have focused on the literature and research that has 
applicability to what we felt were some of the more common transition points beyond 
the first college year: (a) the sophomore year, (b) transfer from one institution to 
another, and (c) the senior year and transition out of college. We have also chosen 
to focus on several populations of students who have unique transitions into and 
through higher education. These include students who begin or return to higher 
education at a nontraditional age (e.g., adult learners and student veterans). We 
have also included a group we identified as student sojourners, those who are 
pursing higher education in a new country or culture (i.e., international and study 
abroad students). 

As the nature of these transition points is constantly shifting to ref lect changes 
in student demographics and institutional policies and procedures, we attempted 
to identify contemporary research (from approximately 2000 to present) for 
inclusion in this collection. The timeliness of the work was considered as well as 
how it represented the notion of transition as conceptualized by Schlossberg and her 
colleagues. In addition to annotating existing research, each chapter summarizes 
the key findings while highlighting omissions and areas for future research. It 
is our hope the readers of this book will help fill these gaps in our knowledge of 
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college students in transition by conducting their own research and contributing 
to the literature base.

When we first began the journey of writing this book, we knew it would be a 
lengthy process because, in many respects, we were mapping uncharted territory. 
Culling research on transitions beyond the first year of college is a nuanced and 
complex process. For some of these students in transition, there are volumes of 
research; for others, the research is nascent or even nonexistent. There is much yet 
to be learned about who these students are, the types of transitions they experience, 
and how we can best support their success and retention. This collection represents 
an initial effort in broadening our understanding and suggesting new directions 
for research and practice in our work with college students in transition.
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