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Despite research, institutional programs, and a national agenda focused on 
transfer students, institutions have not moved the needle for transfer student 
completion over the past several decades. In 2011, we edited a collection of essays 
(see Poisel and Joseph, Transfer Students in Higher Education) that defined the 
transfer population and different types of transfer; reviewed policies and practices 
that welcomed transfer students and their credits; discussed smoother transfer 
pathways; provided assessment of transfer practices; and challenged institutions to 
create coherent, viable transfer pathways to support students and align institutional 
policies to help transfer students graduate.  The monograph set the groundwork for 
continuing discussions of institutional efforts to develop strategies for recruitment, 
retention, progression, and graduation of transfer students. Since that time, the 
transfer population has continued to increase. In 2003-2004, approximately one 
in five students enrolling in four-year institutions for the first time were transfer 
students (NCES, 2008). A decade later, Simone (2014) reported “about one third 
of first-time beginning undergraduate students transferred or coenrolled at least 
once” (p. iv) during the six-year period they were followed. However, only 41% 
of those students who transfer into a four-year institution pursuing a bachelor’s 
degree actually achieve their goal (Blackwell, 2018). 

More than ever, current policy discussions focus on increasing access to 
higher education and lowering the cost of obtaining a bachelor’s degree. Transfer 
has become an essential component of the educational journey for many students 
seeking an accessible and affordable bachelor’s degree. For the past several years, 
policy discussions in many states have focused on free tuition at community col-
leges. As these policies come to fruition (as they have in Tennessee and New York), 
the transfer population has the potential to multiply exponentially. 

Another approach to managing access and affordability has been to increase 
opportunities to earn college credit and, thus, reduce the time needed to complete 
a degree. Dual enrollment programs are one strategy for achieving these twin aims. 
In 2010-2011, there were 1.9 million students taking advantage of dual enrollment 
programs; this is up from 1.2 million in 2002-2003 (Gewertz, 2016). Other 
strategies for increasing access and reducing costs include the evaluation of prior 
learning, early development of career pathways, and the academic preparation of 
secondary school students. 
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In 2011, we identified several common transfer patterns (i.e., vertical transfer, 
swirling, reverse transfer). No doubt, these still exist, but the pathways students 
take into and through higher education have continued to evolve as states adopt 
new strategies to increase access and affordability. Students new to a college or uni-
versity may bring with them credits earned at another postsecondary institution, 
but they may also bring college credits earned while still in high school. Students 
entering colleges and universities with credits earned from several sources may 
be following a graduation pathway that does not necessarily align with the degree 
requirements of credentialing institutions. The greater national focus on prior 
learning assessments and experiential credit, whether from the military or industry, 
creates additional challenges for helping students build appropriate credit toward 
degree completion.

As such, institutions must evaluate what should be done to help students 
manage transfer credits in ways that lead to meaningful and efficient pathways to 
the baccalaureate. Many institutions will need to refocus their missions, values, and 
expectations about transfers if they plan to make their enrollment an integral part of 
the college’s operations. Faculty and staff will need to be engaged in creating a new 
vision for all students that includes unique strategies for promoting the retention, 
progression, and graduation of an increasingly mobile student population. Proven 
results have come from institutions whose leaders, at the start of the strategic 
planning process, account for the importance of transfer students as supporting 
institutional goals. These leaders ensure strategic plans include measures and 
tactics specifically related to enrollment, partnerships, and curriculum alignment. 
The performance of transfer students is tracked as intentionally as that of first-year 
students.

As state legislatures and higher education departments continue to focus 
on accountability and graduation, opportunities to improve articulation 
agreements and build pathways from high school to community college to the 
four-year institution have garnered more interest. Many policy makers are seeking 
collaborative strategies, such as the WICHE Interstate Passport Initiative, to 
improve the seamless transfer of students. Embedded within these efforts is the 
importance of advanced technological systems, which include seamless data 
sharing across institutional systems (i.e., secondary, two-year systems, colleges and 
universities) to determine how well students are moving in, through, and out of 
higher education. This type of data sharing should also include degree audit and 
educational planning systems. Providing access to these tools at the secondary 
level will help guidance counselors, parents, and students map college pathways, 
provide specific information about program requirements, and eliminate the 
accumulation of excessive credit. 
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Emerging pathways and technology require different approaches to advising 
transfer students. Review and evaluation of their current credits must take place 
during orientation or at the first meeting between advisor and student. What aca-
demic plan is the student following? Are the student’s intentions the same as when 
they first began college-level work? Is the student prepared both academically and 
socially to begin coursework with students already at the new institution? 

Institutions may also need to consider what orientation to college should look 
like for new students entering with varying levels of experience with the college 
environment. Rather than a single orientation program with a separate session 
or track for transfer students, institutions may need to offer multiple orientation 
programs in a range of different modalities to serve the needs of a diverse entering 
student population. Defining the different transfer populations and determining 
the needs of each population are key first steps in designing effective orientation 
experiences. 

Programmatic academic initiatives provide structure, resources, and wrap-
around services to specifically identified populations, such as underrepresented or 
underprepared students. Such initiatives are receiving greater emphasis as institu-
tions respond to the need to increase access for underrepresented students and to 
ensure that these students persist and complete a postsecondary degree. School 
districts and the local colleges they feed need to explore the extent that pushing 
a high school curriculum into the middle grades provides greater access to higher 
education for all students or merely widens the gap for underrepresented students. 
As institutions continue to move in this direction, curriculum realignment, faculty 
development, and student support services will go a long way in minding the 
gap that may have been created by dual enrollment programs for first-generation 
students and underrepresented students. 

A central component to any plan is ongoing assessment and ability to docu-
ment accountability for achieving set priorities and goals. Defining what success 
will look like is an essential first step. With respect to transfer student success, 
outcomes are necessarily defined at the institutional level and could include 
students seamlessly transferring credits into the institution, achieving a certain 
GPA, retention, progression toward degree completion, and graduation rates, 
depending on the population of transfer students served. For some institutions 
(e.g., community colleges or two-year campuses within state systems), acceptance 
and matriculation into a four-year institution may be the measure of success. 
Formative and summative assessment and real-time implementation of evaluation 
findings are also important when evaluating and communicating the effectiveness 
of transfer programs. 
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Strategic plans normally span three to five years or more, and assessment 
becomes critical for ongoing decision making and possible redirection of plans. 
As the state and national discussion around transfer students’ accountability and 
success continues, the assessment process plays an important role in providing 
information that will allow for changes and improved use of results.

Seven years after the publication of Transfer Students in Higher Education, 
the population of transfers continues to expand, as does the conversation about 
them. Yet little has been done to increase their completion rates or improve their 
experiences. At the same time, colleges and universities face stagnant or declining 
enrollments, and calls for greater accountability for transfer student success and 
completion continue. 

The current book refocuses the conversation on lingering issues surrounding 
transfer and explores those issues emerging in the new transfer context. To that 
end, this new collection explores the progress institutions have made to create suc-
cessful programs and pathways for transfer students while posing new questions 
to better understand the evolution of the work on transfers. The authors also look 
at new practices and policy changes impacting transfers’ success. This volume is 
organized to provide specific examples and recommendations for college and 
university professionals who are looking for new approaches to support transfer 
students and to help institutions enhance their efforts to improve transfer student 
success. The chapters provide research, case studies, and strategies that lead to best 
practices at institutions and within state systems. 

To help frame the current conversation on the subject, Doug Shapiro 
describes recent research on the success and mobility of transfer students in the 
United States in Chapter 1. He focuses on the patterns of transfer and the need 
for student mobility throughout the pursuit of higher education, underscoring the 
conditions driving mobility. He highlights the importance of identifying specific 
outcomes related to transfer students. 

Chapter 2 is a case study of collaborative efforts across multiple systems of 
higher education within a single state. Nancy Dietrich, Gloria Gammell, and India 
Lane provide perspective on partnerships in the state of Tennessee and how reverse 
awarding of degrees plays out to increase the number of credentialed residents. 

Maria Hesse and Joyce Romano provide two additional approaches to part-
nerships between community colleges and universities in Chapter 3. Statewide 
efforts in Arizona and Florida are improving access to higher education while also 
increasing the number of degrees awarded. Hesse and Romano’s chapter describes 
the very intentional efforts to develop partnership opportunities across multiple 
sectors to benefit students in these states.



Introduction | xvii

In Chapter 4, Stephanie M. Foote focuses on the research, critical develop-
ment, and implementation of a transfer-specific orientation program. She high-
lights some best practices demonstrating the unique and necessary components of 
an orientation designed with transfer students in mind and the impact such efforts 
can have on their persistence and progression.

Carol Van Der Karr argues that academic advising plays a critical role in the 
success of transfer students in Chapter 5. She also provides key factors for imple-
menting successful advising for an increasingly mobile transfer student population. 

With Chapter 6, the focus shifts to facilitating success through the emerging 
pathways and programmatic initiatives campuses have introduced to ease 
movement along those pathways. Kathleen Plinske argues that stereotype threat 
creates additional challenges for transfer students from underrepresented 
populations and highlights efforts to help students overcome stereotypes and their 
impact at one state college. 

In Chapter 7, Kristen Moser describes the importance of program and 
institutional assessment. She explains various models of assessment and how they 
can be used to measure transfer student success. Moser’s chapter also includes the 
critical aspects of data analysis while highlighting an institutional case study.

The concluding chapter synthesizes and summarizes the ideas presented 
earlier in the book. As the focus on accountability in higher education increases, 
there is a greater urgency in addressing the challenges and opportunities for 
transfer students. Many transfer students focus on the quickest, most cost-effective 
way to complete their degrees, which may not be the 2+2 model. Students’ 
desired pathways may not align with their institution’s traditional routes to degree 
completion and can impede their successful graduation. With a new emphasis and 
intentional initiatives, the trend can be reversed so that students follow a pathway 
that enhances their experience and prepares them directly for their career.

As access points change, colleges and universities will see an increase in 
the number and type of transfer students. These students will need a wider 
range of pathways than currently exists; they will also need information about 
these pathways earlier in their educational journey. Strategic planning, program 
development, and a deliberate approach to integrating transfers more clearly into 
the institution will help support degree completion. Making the changes needed 
for transfer student success will mean reviewing how courses and programs 
are offered, the needs of an increasingly mobile student body, and the growing 
diversity of students attending college. Institutions will also need to look for new, 
nontraditional ways to partner with internal and external constituencies to better 
support students and institutions. Finally, the combination of the chapters in this 
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book can help practitioners and institutional leaders prepare institutions for work 
with transfer students and build holistic programs to support their success.
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