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Introduction

Vestiges of support for new students in higher education can be found 
as early as the 16th century. For example, mentorship programs for new 
students date back to the era of colonial colleges; accounts of academic ad-
vising programs tailored for the needs of first-year students can be found as 
early as the 1700s, and the first extended orientation courses (i.e., first-year 
seminars) date back to approximately 1880. However, the organized attempt 
to provide a comprehensive and integrated transition experience for first-year 
students emerged in the 1970s. Thus, what higher education recognizes as 
the modern first-year experience and students in transition movement is 
only decades, rather than centuries, old and a relatively new addition to the 
study and practice of higher education.

In order to fully support the growing first-year experience movement on 
a national scale, the National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience 
and Students in Transition was established in 1987 and has supported and 
advanced the first-year experience movement and the study of higher educa-
tion through conferences, online resources, and networking activities. In an 
effort to fill a void in the literature base for the emerging field of the first-year 
experience and students in transition, the National Resource Center also 
collaborated with prominent scholars, practitioners, and graduate students in 
higher education to develop a full complement of publications and a research 
agenda on student transitions in postsecondary education. Further, in 1989 
the National Resource Center founded a scholarly, peer-refereed journal 
titled the Journal of The First-Year Experience & Students in Transition1 as a 
vehicle for new research in this emerging subspecialty of higher education. 

In these collaborative efforts to serve as a clearinghouse for existing 
research on the topic of student transitions and success in postsecondary 
education as well as to chart a research agenda in this area, the staff and 
affiliates of the Center have often provided research counsel. The purpose 

1 Originally published as the Journal of The Freshman Year Experience, the journal 
has since changed its name twice to reflect its expanding mission.
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of this publication is to draw from many years of experience supporting 
professionals who are dedicated to the study and service of students in transi-
tion and to contribute to the larger body of literature in higher education. 
It is similar in purpose to a previous volume published on this topic by the 
Center in its purpose “to guide experienced and inexperienced research-
ers through the entire process, from selecting a topic to disseminating the 
research results” (Fidler & Henscheid, 2001, p. 5). To set the stage for this 
book, it is important that the authors adequately introduce the purposes and 
goals of the content contained herein, which we offer in our answers to the 
fundamental Ws of investigation: Who, What, When, Where, and Why.  
Answers to these questions effectively lead to the content of this volume and 
provide a comprehensive answer to the How question.

Who?

The Who question really has two significant answers with respect to 
this book. The first answer addresses the question, Who is the subject of the 
research?  Topics and subjects of research are truly infinite so some param-
eters were needed for this volume. The primary focus of the research designs, 
considerations, and examples of this book are college students, particularly 
those who are undergoing transitions, such as typically experienced in the 
first year of college, as a sophomore, in transferring to a new institution, and 
upon graduation. While research on the college student experience can include 
studies of faculty, curricula, policy, governance structures, and even parents, 
the preponderance of work on college student transitions is still focused on 
the student as the primary unit of observation. Further, although student 
transition is also inclusive of new graduate students, the dearth of literature 
on this newly recognized point of transition necessitated a focus on the 
undergraduate experience in this volume. However, it should be noted that 
the tactics, methods, and techniques described in this book are transferable 
to the design and execution of research studies on new graduate students as 
well as other transition points not explicitly mentioned. 

The second Who question asks, Who is a researcher? The authors be-
lieve that anyone can conduct research. Of course, specific training, degrees, 
predispositions, and interests may make the research process easier or more 
accessible. However, neither a doctorate nor intimate understanding of critical 
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theory nor advanced knowledge of statistical software packages are neces-
sary to conduct research on the transition experiences of college students. 
All that is required is intellectual curiosity, a commitment to the field of 
higher education, and a willingness to learn and collaborate. In fact, many 
people are unwittingly becoming researchers in our field due to demands 
for increased accountability in higher education as well as the development 
of the first-year experience and students in transition as a subspecialty of 
higher education. This book embraces all educators as scholars and assumes 
their potential to engage in the research process. 

What?

Research is a structured process of inquiry that draws upon existing 
knowledge and theory to advance general understanding or impact practices 
in the field at large. There are generally two kinds of research: basic and 
applied. Basic research “is carried out primarily to test a theory” with little 
or no emphasis on practical implications or application; whereas, applied 
research is conducted to address a real-world issue (Bordens & Abbott, 1991, 
p. G-2). Although both are certainly possible in higher education, studies of 
college students in transition tend to be more in line with applied research. 
In fact, this symbiotic connection between research and practice is a core 
commitment of the National Resource Center and is evident in its activities 
to support scholarly practice as well as applied research. 

As with many definitional elements, it is almost easier to explain what 
research is not than what it is. The most fundamental distinction of this 
variety for the current volume is the differentiation of assessment from 
research. Given the demand for greater accountability in higher education, 
institutional and program assessment activities have grown exponentially. 
However, it is important to understand that assessment is a distinctly differ-
ent enterprise than research. The scope of assessment is typically narrower 
than research as its focus is almost uniformly institution specific with re-
spect to the population of interest and the application of findings. Further, 
research is well situated within the theoretical and empirical literature on 
a topic while assessment is generally associated with learning outcomes 
within a very specific program or institutional context. The line between 
research and assessment can become very blurry, especially as research may 
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be conducted with institution-specific samples and the learning outcomes 
associated with assessment activities may be very broad in scope. However, 
the primary difference is in the goals of each: “research focuses on the creation 
of new knowledge, testing an experimental hypothesis, or documenting new 
knowledge” while assessment focuses on “program accountability, program 
management, or decision-making and budget” (McGillin, 2003, para. 3).

When?

The most apt issue to address with respect to the When question is really, 
Why now?  This book represents the third iteration of a research primer on 
this topic. The first was published in 1992, and a revised edition was released 
in 2001. During that time, the first-year experience and students in transition 
movement has matured and generated significant research on the transi-
tion and success experiences of undergraduates. Since those early primers, 
several national research projects—National Survey of Student Engagement 
(NSSE), the Your First College Year (YFCY) survey, program assessment by 
Educational Benchmarking Inc., and the Wabash National Study of Liberal 
Arts Education—were developed and conducted to measure change during 
college. These studies have helped generate new lines of inquiry regarding the 
undergraduate experience and created tools and data sources that advance 
our understanding of college student learning, development, and success. 

Also during this time, qualitative inquiry in higher education has 
continued to expand on both the institutional and national levels. National 
studies using student interviews and institutional case studies have been the 
foundation of ground-breaking work on the college student experience, in-
cluding studies of student self-authorship (Baxter Magolda, 2009), defining 
effective practices in undergraduate education (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, 
& Associates, 2005), and identifying criteria for excellence in the first year 
of college (Barefoot et al., 2005). 

This research productivity in the field of higher education has created 
a momentum that makes it a very exciting time to engage in scholarly work 
on the experiences of college students. As research is fundamentally an it-
erative process, previous work generates new questions to address and fresh 
pathways of inquiry to pursue. When coupled with the emergence of new 
methods, data sources, student populations, and institutional contexts, it is 
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apparent that we are currently entering what may someday be remembered as 
a golden age of research on student learning and success in higher education.

Where?

In some ways this question may appear to have the most obvious answer.  
Where does one conduct research on college student transitions and success? 
At the college, of course! Yet, the evolution of higher education has made 
the notion of where student transition, learning, and success takes place 
much more complex.  

First, the very definition of higher education institutions has broadened 
over the years with greater proportions of students starting their college 
experiences in community colleges, for-profit campuses, and with online 
education providers. Additionally, the traditional notion of one student 
engaging with one educational institution at a time has also been challenged 
by increasing transfer pathways, formal dual-enrollment programs, and 
students swirling among many institutions in pursuit of their educational 
requirements. This complexity is especially true for research on the first-year 
experience and students in transition as transition itself includes a move from 
one educational environment to another. As such, the Where of research 
can include new and multiple higher education contexts.

Second, the boundaries within educational environments are also 
blurring with respect to the location of students’ education and develop-
ment. Historically, it was perceived that the classroom was the domain of 
cognitive learning, and the cocurriculum was the location for affective and 
interpersonal development. In recent decades, these traditional boundaries 
have been challenged by scholars and practitioners—many in the first-year 
experience and students in transition fields—so that student learning and 
development is more integrated across different segments of the campus and 
between different student experiences. Further, students’ higher education 
experiences are including other life domains outside of the campus as il-
lustrated by student employment, family responsibilities, study abroad, and 
internships. In fact, the expansion of the notion of where education takes 
place is a driving force behind the newest wave of research questions about 
students’ educational experiences, transition, and success.    
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Why?

As mentioned earlier, the first-year experience and students in transi-
tion area of higher education is a relatively new subspecialty and focus of 
research. It is critical that new research help this field evolve and develop. 
Existing theories of student development, adjustment, and persistence need 
to be tested within the context of what we now know about college student 
transitions as critical points in the educational pipeline. Further, new theory 
is needed that directly addresses the unique learning and development op-
portunities that occur during points of transition in students’ college career.

Additional research is necessary to learn more about the needs and ex-
periences of new students and help support their success. While the number 
of new students is expected to remain fairly constant over the next several 
decades, national data indicate that the composition of future cohorts of 
undergraduates will be more diverse in their background, needs, and ex-
pectations than ever before. (e.g., Aud et al., 2011; Crissman Ishler, 2005; 
Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education, 2008). Further, 
trends in higher education, including enhanced technology, different sec-
tors of higher education such as for-profit colleges, and declining resources, 
create a set of conditions in which educators can address emerging issues for 
college students as well as perennial concerns for undergraduate education. 
In order to meet the challenges and seize the opportunities that these trends 
are sure to provide, it is imperative that relevant information and current 
research be used to help educators learn from one another and inform deci-
sions in higher education. 

Organizational Overview

The remainder of this volume will address the How question of research. 
The book opens in chapter 1 with a discussion of how to develop the frame-
work to take a general interest or idea about the college student experience 
and shape it into a question that grounds a research study. The process of 
building the scaffolding for a study is heavily informed by theory and previ-
ous research, which are investigated via a thorough literature review on the 
topic of interest. Chapter 1 provides a roadmap to understanding the role 
of theory and conducting a literature review in the process of identifying, 
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refining, and conducting a research study on the undergraduate experience 
in higher education. 

Chapter 2 continues the discussion of the research process by introducing 
the concept of methodology and its role in the development and execution of 
high-quality research on the undergraduate student experience. More specifi-
cally, characteristics of qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methodologies 
are outlined as well as general points of consideration in the selection of the 
appropriate methodology for a research study. The chapters that follow build 
upon the foundation of methodology introduced in chapter 2 and explore 
the various approaches and tactics for conducting qualitative (chapter 3) and 
quantitative (chapter 4) research in higher education. 

This volume concludes with chapter 5, which is dedicated to the final 
phase of research: disseminating the findings via presentations, reports, and 
publication. Sharing the outcome of the research process is a critical step 
in advancing the knowledge of the undergraduate student experience and 
informing practice in higher education. Further, closing the feedback loop 
on a study by disseminating results and discussing limitations that were dis-
covered as a part of that process helps generate new lines of inquiry, thereby 
advancing the higher education research agenda at large. 

It is necessary to state one important qualification regarding the use 
of this book. The authors have intended to provide an introduction to 
research on undergraduate student transitions. As such, this text serves as 
a general overview of the research process and not a comprehensive source 
on research questions, designs, techniques, and dissemination channels. It 
is not intended as a substitute for the numerous publications that offer more 
in-depth discussions of these topics. Instead, this book is designed to be a 
starting point and a companion guide for other resources. Anyone engaging 
in a study of the college student experience is advised to complement this 
book with several other publications and resources to support their research 
enterprise. Our hope is that readers will find this a useful roadmap for the 
research journey to explore, identify, and apply new knowledge on the col-
lege student experience. 


