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ABSTRACT 

 This phenomenological, qualitative research study examined the experiences that influence 

students’ decisions to laterally transfer from one four-year institution to a public, regional, liberal arts 

university in the southeastern United States of America. The lack of prior research on the study of 

lateral transfer students and my professional interest in the topic have prompted the study. Most 

research studies look at the academic achievement of vertical transfer students; few studies examine 

lateral transfer students as an independent subpopulation. Two 30- to 60-minute interviews with 18 

lateral transfer students were conducted. Of the 18 lateral transfer students, nine were enrolled at the 

research site for at least one year and persisted to a second year, and nine were in enrolled in their 

first semester at the research site during their interview process. Horizonalization (Moustakas, 1994) 

and imaginative variation were used to determine the reasons for departure and persistence across 

four-year institutions, in addition to discovering how lateral transfer students transition academically 

and socially. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

With a growing number of transfer students (Jacobs, 2004; Peska, 2011; Townsend & 

Wilson, 2006) and the recent push from the federal government to have the highest percentage of 

college graduates worldwide by 2020 (White House, 2012), colleges and universities must find ways 

to increase their graduation rates. Focusing on the needs of transfer students to ensure they graduate 

is one way to meet this goal. In fact, Kurz and Scannell (2006) recognized the importance of transfer 

students since they are a growing population who will contribute to the growth of colleges and 

universities nationwide; 60% of college graduates have credit hours from more than one higher 

education institution (Cutright, 2011; Peska, 2011). In order for the United States to reclaim its spot 

as the most educated country in the world (Furbeck, 2011), colleges and universities will have to 

support this growing population and ensure they stay on track to graduate.  

The College Transfer Student in America: The Forgotten Student (Jacobs, Lauren, Miller, & Nadler, 

2004) is a book devoted to bringing transfer student issues to light. How would transfer students 

feel if they knew they were called the “forgotten students”? Colleges and universities in America 

need to learn about the transfer student experience in order to better support these students during 

their transitions, which will lead to higher retention rates (Berger & Malaney, 2003; Tinto, 1993; 

Astin, 1993). There are various support and educational programs for freshmen to ensure they have 

a smooth transition, but what about transfer students? Furbeck (2011) stated, “For many four-year 

institutions, transfer students were often viewed as an ‘on/off’ valve – kept to trickle when qualified 

first-year students were plentiful and turned on full blast when first-year student numbers were low” 

(p. 13). Rather than being a targeted population, transfer students were previously seen as students 

who could fill in the enrollment gap when the university did not have as many first-year students 

accept admittance as they had hoped (Li, 2010). Since transfer students were often overlooked and 
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used to meet enrollment management goals, little to no programming had been designed to help this 

population succeed in higher education institutions (Jacobs, 2004). In order to retain transfer 

students, university administrators, faculty members, and policymakers need to ensure transfer 

students are adequately finding resources and having positive experiences. 

Before university administrators can expect transfer students to graduate, they must 

understand what needs to be done to help this population make a smooth transition and be retained 

along the way. Kerr, King, and Grites (2004) found that: 

Once the transfer student has committed to a new institution, he or she has the 
responsibility to learn all about the new institution, and the new institution needs to provide 
necessary information in a systematic way. Unfortunately, both parties frequently fail to meet 
these obligations. (p. 130)  
 

There is a disconnect between transfer students and higher education institutions, and there are few 

qualitative research studies focusing on the transfer student experience that provide narratives to 

educate administrators (Townsend & Wilson, 2006). 

Purpose of the Study 

This phenomenological study sought to understand the factors that lead to student departure 

and persistence for the lateral transfer students, as well as their transition experiences at one liberal 

arts college in the southeast. At this stage in the research, lateral transfer students will be generally 

defined as students who initially enroll at one four-year, baccalaureate degree-offering institution, 

earn at least 24 credit hours there, and then transfer to another four-year higher education institution 

(CCU, 2016). Lateral transfer students have been under-studied (Bahr, 2009; Duggan & Pickering, 

2008; Goldrick-Rab & Pfeffer, 2009; Jacobs, 2004; Li, 2010; Peska, 2011), and limited qualitative 

research has been conducted to determine why students are transferring (Borland, 2004; Fee, 

Prolman, & Thomas, 2009; Ishitani, 2008; Miller & Nadler, 2004).  

Recently, there has been an increase in research conducted about vertical transfer students; 

however, lateral transfer students are often removed from the sample (Ishitani & McKitrick, 2010; 
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Peska, 2011). Thus, the purpose of this study was to fill the qualitative research gap about why 

students transfer from one four-year institution to another. Vertical transfer students typically depart 

a community college to pursue a baccalaureate degree at a four-year institution, but the current 

research answered why students depart and persist at like-degree type institutions. Further, this study 

informs administrators, faculty, and policymakers of the academic and social needs of lateral transfer 

students so that experiences and opportunities can be created where lateral transfer students feel 

welcomed and connected to the four-year receiving institution. By learning about these experiences, 

university administrators will be better equipped to take action in order to develop programs to 

better engage this subpopulation of students, which will lead to higher retention and graduation 

rates. Retention of lateral transfer students is the responsibility of everyone on campus (Borland, 

2004), and this study will jumpstart the conversations about what can be done to support this group. 

Most studies on transfer students are quantitative and examine the academic adjustment or 

comparison between transfer and native students GPAs (Luo, Williams, & Vieweg, 2007; Monroe, 

2006). In addition, those studies focus on vertical transfer students who have the benefit of 

articulation agreements when transferring (Townsend & Wilson, 2006). Berger and Malaney (2003) 

suggest “more studies are needed that help us to better understand how students persist across 

institutions” (p. 19). Dennis, Calvillo, and Gonzalez (2008) claim that “more research is needed to 

better understand the conditions under which transfer students experience academic success or 

difficulty upon transfer” (p. 536). This study helps university administrators and faculty determine 

how to better support their students. In addition, Townsend and Wilson (2006) stated, “Future 

research could pinpoint more precisely students’ efforts to integrate themselves socially and 

academically both before and after transfer” (p. 451). By using both Tinto (1993) and Astin (1993) to 

frame this study, I have determined the impact of academic and social factors on lateral transfer 

students’ decisions to depart or persist, and I have gained a better understanding of their transition 
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experience. The following research questions guided this study: Why do lateral transfer students 

depart one four-year institution and persist at another? How do students’ academic, social, and 

background factors influence their decision to depart or persist? 

Nature of the Study 

 This study examined why students decide to depart one four-year institution and persist or 

depart at another, as well as the experiences they endured during their transition process. Using 

Tinto (1993) and Astin (1993) as a foundation, the aforementioned research questions were 

addressed in this phenomenological research study. 

Conceptual Framework 

Due to President Obama’s 2020 call for increased graduation rates (White House, 2012), 

universities are paying more attention to retention efforts at their respective higher education 

institutions. Tinto’s (1993) model of factors affecting student retention has helped inform these 

efforts and has been the foundation of many research studies (Elkins, Braxton, & James, 2000; 

Hawthorne & Young, 2010; Ishitani & McKitrick, 2010; Peska, 2011). In combination with Astin’s 

(1993) Input-Environment-Output (I-E-O) model, the two theories lay the framework for 

determining the reasons for departure and persistence of lateral transfer students. In both models, it 

is understood that students are different, and they have different needs. For some, the academic 

factors are more significant than the social aspects; for others, it is the opposite; and some may 

weigh the importance of both equally. These models allow for students to create their own 

experience, even though they will all be led to the same decision: to depart or not to depart? 

Tinto’s (1993) Model of Student Departure. Undergraduate students are retained in 

higher education colleges and universities because of academic and social experiences, as well as 

personal drive and the goals that they have set for themselves (Tinto, 1993). By interacting with 

students inside and outside of the classroom and implementing engaging lesson plans, faculty and 
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staff create academic experiences for students and establish one aspect of the college environment. 

On the other hand, student affairs professionals are typically responsible for offering opportunities 

for social interactions through extracurricular clubs, organizations, and athletic events. Because of 

both in-class and out-of-class experiences, a student feels welcome and comfortable on campus and 

able to find his or her niche and want to persist. As seen in Figure 1.1, Tinto (1993) suggests there 

are three types of factors – pre-entry, academic, and social – in combination with goals, 

commitments, and the external community that influence a student’s decision to depart an 

institution. From Tinto (1993), this study adopted a focus on how the pre-entry attributes and the 

institutional experiences impact the integration and outcome; it did not examine the goals and 

commitments, as these factors are intrinsically positioned, and the postsecondary institution does 

not have the ability to alter these aspects of the student experience. 

Astin’s (1993) Input-Environment-Output Model. Astin’s (1993) model (seen in Figure 

1.2) implies that both the input and environmental factors impact a student’s output at an 

institution. The input characteristics are any factors a student brings to an institution, including, but 

not limited to, past educational experiences, family background, and demographics. Those 

characteristics directly impact the environmental experience, both social and academic, and the 

output, a student’s decision to depart or persist.   

Tinto’s (1993) and Astin’s (1993) theories have been adopted by many institutional leaders, 

and as a result, programs have been implemented to retain more students between their first and 

second years; however, the same efforts have not been implemented for transfer students 

(Townsend & Wilson, 2006). Tinto’s (1993) model of factors affecting retention and Astin’s (1993) 

model of the impact of input and environmental variables on the output of the education proposes 

ways to help students make a seamless transition. The combination of these models helps inform 

university administrators, faculty, and policymakers about lateral transfer students’ experiences at 
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different four-year institutions, one from which they depart and one where they persist; this new 

model, seen in Figure 1.3, serves as the conceptual framework for this study. 

 

 

Figure 1.1. Tinto’s (1993) Model of Student Departure  
 

  

 

Figure 1.2. Astin’s (1993) Model of Input-Environment-Output 
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Figure 1.3. Conceptual Framework 
 

Background and input factors. Background factors are the first set of attributes that affect 

the student; this set of information is defined as input in Astin’s (1993) I-E-O Model. Astin (1993) 

tested 146 input variables, and a student inherently brings these influences with them to campus. 

These attributes, along with external commitments, will affect the individual decisions a student 

makes upon starting classes. While this study was not designed to examine all 146 variables, there 

were some groups of background variables identified by both Astin (1993) and Tinto (1993) that 

were a focus: finances, family background/educational attainment of parents, prior 

schooling/academic preparation, and skills and abilities. 

Finances refers to the socioeconomic status of the student, as well as the amount of financial 

aid a student receives. One’s family background and the educational attainment of one’s parents 

impact a student’s decision to persist or depart. Students who have a parent with a degree are more 

likely to graduate (Astin, 1993). In addition, the academic preparation of a student impacts his or her 

academic integration into an institution, as well as the skills and abilities he or she brings to the table. 
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Tinto’s (1993) model offers a complex framework that shows how academics and social 

environments impact a student’s integration into the collegiate community. Within the college 

environment, both the academic and social factors impact the output. Tinto identifies formal and 

informal subsections within the academic and social factors; all of these pieces help decide whether a 

student chooses to persist or depart from a university.  

Social factors in the environment. Beyond the formal learning environment, research 

shows students who engage socially are more likely to be retained by the institution (Astin, 1993; 

Tinto, 1993). A student’s social integration often begins in the place of residence. Students who live 

on campus begin creating their friend group in the residence halls; likewise, apartment complexes 

create social opportunities for students to engage with one another. From their living experiences, 

students then connect with peer groups through classes and organizations which spike their 

interests. If a student decides to take on a leadership role within an organization, he or she becomes 

even more invested in the community. In addition, students who are employed on campus often feel 

connected through their work. These out-of-classroom experiences allow the students to become 

integrated in the greater university community, and they are more likely to persist.  

Academic factors in the environment. According to Tinto (1993), the academic system 

“concerns itself almost entirely with the formal education of students. Activities of this system 

center on the classrooms and laboratories of the institution and involve various faculty and staff 

whose primary responsibility is the education of students” (p. 106). A student’s experience inside the 

classroom environment, as well as his or her academic performance, impacts his or her perception 

of the academic environment. A student’s major decision and grade point average also guides his or 

her decision to depart or persist. In addition, each student’s individual interactions with faculty 

members in the classroom and during office hours influences the student’s overall experience at an 

institution.  
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Student’s decision to depart or persist. In order for a student to persist, he or she must 

successfully integrate into both academic and social sections of an institution. The integration does 

not have to be equal between the two sections, but some level of integration must be achieved for 

the student experience to be fulfilling. Tinto (1993) states, “A person can conceivably establish 

membership in the social system of the college, largely comprised of one’s peers, and still depart 

because of an inability to establish competent membership in the academic domain of the college” 

(p. 107). Without one of the sections, a student will not be successful at the higher education 

institution. A combination of the student’s social and academic experiences at the university, along 

with background attributes, have an effect on a student’s decision to leave one higher education 

institution and transfer to another four-year institution.  

Tinto’s (1993) and Astin’s (1993) models of factors affecting retention and the longitudinal 

model of student departure summarize the idea that social and academic integration and background 

experiences all play a role in a student’s decision to stay at a college or university. The present study 

will build upon the framework of this previous work showing that lateral transfer students’ academic 

and social experiences do impact their decision to depart from one four-year institution and persist 

at another. 

Research Design 

 This study was a qualitative, phenomenological study about the experiences lateral transfer 

students had at their sending and receiving institutions that lead to departure and persistence. It was 

performed at a medium-sized, public, liberal arts institution in the southeastern United States of 

America with slightly less than 10,000 undergraduate students. In order to determine the answers to 

the aforementioned research questions, two one-on-one interviews were held with 18 lateral transfer 

students at different stages in their transition; each interview lasted between 30 and 60 minutes, 

depending on the information each student was willing to share. All of the students in the study 



 

10 

transferred to the same four-year receiving institution where the study was conducted; however, they 

were at different phases of the transition process. The first group of lateral transfer students 

matriculated at the receiving institution during the previous academic year and were enrolled in 

classes at the start of the following academic year; their initial transition to the institution was 

completed, and they had made the decision to persist. The second group of lateral transfer students 

was matriculating at the receiving institution during the time the study took place; they were in the 

process of transitioning, and their departure from their previous institution was recent. The sample 

included nine students from each group for a total of 18 students. 

 During the first interview with the participants, I asked questions to determine why they 

transferred from their sending institution. During the second interview, I found out why the student 

had decided to or was planning to persist (or not) at the receiving institution. Both interviews 

included questions about their transition experience. After each interview, I completed the 

transcription myself, and after both interviews were completed, I performed the data analysis. 

Significance of the Study 

During the last 40 years, the study of transfer students has become increasingly popular; 

however, most research is focused on articulation agreements, transfer shock, and graduation rates 

in comparison to native students. In order for changes to take place and for effective support 

services to be offered, university administrators, faculty, and policymakers should first learn why 

students are leaving their institutions and why others are choosing to transfer there (Miller & Nadler, 

2004). Peng conducted research in 1977 examining why students transfer, but since then, there has 

been a lack of qualitative research on transfer students as a whole. This research helped fill the gap 

in the literature and provided an explanation for why lateral transfer students switched four-year 

institutions before completing a degree. By understanding why students transfer to and from four-

year institutions, university administrators should gain a better understanding about students’ 
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emotional and psychological development once they arrive at the four-year institution (Laanan, 

2001); this research is also limited. Finally, Bahr (2009) found that students who transfer laterally are 

less likely to complete a credential. The current research study will inform administrators and faculty 

members so they have a better understanding of why transfer students transfer from and to their 

institutions; with this information, all university personnel will have the ability to create more 

programs which better support this growing population. 

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 

In order to execute this study, assumptions were made and limitations impacted the 

outcome. Further, the boundaries set by the scope of the study limited the results. 

Assumptions 

 Based on my experience working with lateral transfer students on an irregular basis, I 

assumed that there were several reasons for students to make a lateral transfer and doubted there 

would be one clear-cut answer to the research questions. I also assumed participants in the study 

would be honest and open with their responses and that the sample was representative of all lateral 

transfer students on campus. Finally, I assumed all participants understood each question being 

asked, and that they would not give an answer that they thought I wanted to hear. 

Limitations 

Just like many other studies, there were limitations that should be considered when 

interpreting the results of this study. I only studied the experiences of students at one public, 

regional liberal arts institution. The student population examined comprised those students who 

were classified as a lateral transfer student by the definition described previously and repeated here. 

If a student earned fewer than 24 credit hours post-high school graduation at a four-year institution 

or had already earned a degree at another four-year institution, they were not considered lateral 
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transfer students for this study. The results of this study are only applicable to the group being 

studied. 

Delimitations 

 The scope of the study was limited by the definition of lateral transfer student. Recently, at 

the receiving institution where the study occurred, the Provost determined a transfer student would 

be defined as any student younger than 22 who has earned at least 24 credit hours post-high school 

graduation. While some students may consider themselves transfer students, if they have earned 

fewer than 24 credit hours after graduating from high school, they were considered a freshman for 

orientation and housing purposes. Also, since this study examined social and academic adjustment, I 

followed the definition set by the Provost. In addition, I asked the participants about their 

experiences only two times; for nine of the participants, this study could only determine students’ 

plans regarding persistence after their first semester. 

Construct to be Observed: Experiences 

 Student experiences are defined as any event observed by a student, in which the student 

participates, or by which the student is affected in some way; an experience can have a positive or 

negative effect on the student. Further, experiences can be academic, social, or personal in nature 

(Tinto, 1993). For example, a positive academic experience may be speaking with a professor, and a 

positive social experience could be engaging in community service. A negative academic experience 

may be failing a class, and a negative personal experience could be having a family member pass 

away. By looking at students’ experiences and their perceptions of those experiences that lead to 

departure or persistence, I am able to inform university administrators about where a greater need 

for support exists. 
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Definitions of Terms 

The terms below will be used throughout the study. According to Moustakas (1994), “The 

keywords of the question should be defined, discussed, and clarified so that the intent and purpose 

of the investigation are evident” (p. 104). The definitions are consistent with other studies and were 

used to reduce confusion. 

Departure 

When a student departs a college or university, they are withdrawing from their courses 

and/or the university as a whole with no plan to return. A student who takes classes elsewhere for a 

semester or summer but returns to the original institution is not considered to have “departed.” 

Four-year institution 

A four-year institution is any college or university that offers a minimum of a baccalaureate 

degree upon successful completion of one’s coursework. Depending on the major areas of study, 

students’ times to degree may vary. 

Lateral transfer student 

These students are also referred to as horizontal transfers. A lateral transfer student is any 

student who has earned at least 24 credit hours at one traditional four-year institution and 

transferred to another traditional four-year higher education institution. Higher education 

institutions which are primarily community colleges but offer a few baccalaureate degrees are not 

considered traditional four-year colleges (CCU, 2016). For the purposes of this study, if a student 

was a second-degree seeking student, he or she was not considered a lateral transfer student. 

Native student 

A native is any student who matriculates as a freshman and persists at the same institution 

until graduation (Hartman, Bjerregaard, & Lord, 2009).  
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Persistence 

Persistence is defined as enrolling in a college or university one semester and re-enrolling in 

classes at the same institution in the subsequent semester. 

Receiving institution 

These institutions are also referred to as a transfer institution. The receiving institution is the 

college or university to which a student transfers (Townsend & Wilson, 2006). For this study, the 

receiving institution is a four-year university in the southeastern United States of America. 

Reverse transfer student 

A reverse transfer student is any student who transfers from a four-year institution to a two-

year institution (Jacobs, 2004).  

Sending institution 

The sending institution is the college or university from which the student transfers. A 

student departs this institution in order to enroll at the receiving institution (McCormick & Carroll, 

1997). 

Transfer student 

A transfer student is any student who moves from one higher education institution to 

another (Cuseo, 1998). “Transfer is defined as students moving from the university where they 

commenced their studies to another institution of higher education” (Hovdhaugen, 2009, p. 2). 

Transfer students “are more likely to be older, be minorities, work part or full time, have weaker 

academic backgrounds, and be less confident about their ability to complete a program” (Monroe, 

2006, p. 35). 
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Vertical transfer student 

A vertical transfer student is a student who transfers from a two-year degree offering 

institution to a four-year degree offering institution. Typically, these students are seeking to earn 

their baccalaureate degree (Jacobs, 2004). 

Dissertation Organization 

 Chapter One provides an introduction to the study, including a brief overview of the 

research topic, research questions, and theoretical framework that was used. Chapter Two serves as 

a review of the current literature related to the topic, including information about lateral transfer 

students as a whole and transfer student transition issues. According to Moustakas (1994), before 

conducting a phenomenological study, researchers must perform a  

review of the professional and research literature connected with the research topic and 
question. The investigator assesses the prior relevant studies; distinguishes their designs, 
methodologies, and findings from the investigator’s own study; and indicates what new 
knowledge he or she is seeking and expects to obtain. (p. 111)  
 

Chapter Three contains information regarding the methods I used to complete this study. Chapter 

Four introduces each participant in the study in order to give readers better understanding of her or 

him. Chapter Five outlines the results of the study, including supporting documentation of each 

theme.  Finally, Chapter Six discusses the results, outlines the practical implications, and proposes 

ideas for future research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE 

Introduction 

In August of each year, millions of students embark on their journey to pursue a higher 

education degree (NCES, 2015). In 2013, 66% of high school graduates enrolled in postsecondary 

education, with 42% at four-year institutions and 24% at two-year colleges (NCES, 2015). While 

some will start and graduate at the same institution, many students will transfer for a variety of 

reasons. Some may transfer vertically in order to pursue a bachelor’s degree; others will make a 

reverse transfer to save money. Students will make a lateral transfer to be closer to home or switch 

degree programs. There are myriad reasons students transfer between institutions, and several risk 

factors impact a student’s decision to persist at a four-year institution, including “financial stress, 

enrollment status, and family college experience” (Hartman et al., 2009, p. 182). Unfortunately, once 

a transfer student matriculates at his or her receiving institution, the likelihood of him or her 

participating in a high-impact practice was less than a native student (NSSE, 2007). It is important to 

research and understand how students adjust to college after transferring (Young & Litzler, 2013). 

With more than 50% of undergraduate college students enrolled in classes at community colleges 

(Laanan, 2007), the majority of literature is focused on vertical transfers and their academic 

adjustment to four-year institutions, and it neglects lateral and reverse transfers (Jacobs, 2004). 

Despite the number of transfer students on a college campus, they are often forgotten about during 

policy and program creation (Jacobs, 2004; Monroe, 2006). 

The following literature review provides an overview of the current research about transfer 

students. As mentioned previously, little research exists about lateral transfer students, hence the 

reason for this study. The review discusses the mobility of students and factors which impact the 

transition process. The role of social, academic, and pre-entry factors is outlined, and a few ways 
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universities can better support students are highlighted. The following sections highlight the themes 

discussed about transfer students in articles published since 2000.  

Student Mobility 

The phenomenon of students moving between institutions was established when the 

University of Chicago created a junior and senior college (Handel, 2013). Jacobs (2004) states, “The 

number of students who transfer is increasing, and the complexity of dealing with those students’ 

needs has become an increasingly important issue in enrollment management” (p. 3). Now, 

approximately one-third of college students transfer during their collegiate career (NCES, 2014; 

Jacobs, 2004). When referring to transfer students, most individuals and studies refer to vertical 

transfer students, or students who transfer from a two-year to a four-year institution (Monroe, 

2006). Since the majority of transfer students make a vertical move and this is the traditional transfer 

path, these students are often the ones being referenced (Jacobs, 2004). In addition, students will 

make a lateral transition, from a two-year to another two-year or a four-year to another four-year, or 

a reverse transfer, from a four-year to a two-year institution (Jacobs, 2004). Unfortunately, most 

studies use the inclusive term “transfer students” and do not differentiate between the various types.  

Forty-three percent of community college students transferred within four years who started 

between 1989 and 1990 (Borden, 2004). This percentage reduced to 27% for students who started 

postsecondary education in the 2003 academic year and transferred within six years of matriculation 

(NCES, 2011). Monroe (2006) suggests 30% of community college students intend to transfer to a 

four-year postsecondary school; however, only about half of those actually make the vertical 

transfer. Vertical transfers accounted for 56% of all transfer students during the 2003-2004 academic 

year (NCES, 2014). For students who initially matriculate at a four-year institution, 28% of those 

who started between 1989 and 1990 transferred within four years (Borden, 2004). At the turn of the 

century, 47.3% of students who started their studies at a four-year institution attended more than 
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one school (NCES, 2015). During the 2003-2004 academic year, 25% of students who started at a 

four-year postsecondary institution transferred within six years (NCES, 2011). According to Caison 

(2005), this statistic is low; she determined 41% of students who matriculate at a four-year 

postsecondary institution as a freshman will transfer at some point. According to Hovdhaugen 

(2009), more than half of four-year college students leave before graduating.  

Most studies do not differentiate whether students transfer vertically, laterally, or reverse 

when they leave an institution; administrators and faculty need to do a better job of determining 

where their students are going when they depart. Kim, Argun, and Neufeld (2012) found seven 

percent of freshman students who matriculated at four-year institutions in 2004 made a lateral 

transfer, five percent were reverse transfers, and eight percent were not enrolled one year later. In 

addition, students who transfer during their sophomore or junior year are more likely to be retained 

than freshmen transfers or native students (Ishitani, 2008a). With this information, university 

administrators should understand the implications for why these students are deciding to depart or 

persist and when those decisions are taking place, especially since it costs more for a university to 

recruit new students than it does to retain those who have already matriculated (Coleman, 2016). 

Some of the variation in statistics may have to do with how researchers define the term 

“transfer.” For some, a student is considered a transfer if he or she enrolls in one or two courses and 

then resumes at the primary institution. Others include second-degree seeking students as transfers. 

Nationally, there is no standard definition for who is to be considered a transfer student; however, 

we do know that there are some differences in the demographics of students who are susceptible to 

transferring. In terms of gender, women are more likely to transfer after one semester than men 

(Herzog, 2005). Male students are more likely than female students to withdraw instead of transfer 

(Caison, 2005). Older students and men are less likely to complete a degree within six years than 

younger students and women (Li, 2010). 
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Out-of-state students are more likely to transition between institutions than in-state students 

(Kim et al., 2012). Out-of-state students and in-state students not from the local area are five times 

as likely to transfer after the first semester. If they persist to second semester, out-of-state and local 

students have the same likelihood of transferring; however, non-local, in-state students are still at 

risk for transferring (Herzog, 2005).  

Socioeconomic status also impacts a student’s decision to transition between higher 

education institutions. After one semester, socioeconomic status does not impact a student’s 

decision to transfer if they are from the upper or lower class. Middle-class students who are in need 

of more than $5,000 in financial aid are two times as likely to transfer to a different postsecondary 

institution (Herzog, 2005). 

Lateral Transfer Students 

There has been a lack of empirical research conducted on lateral transfer students, even 

though 20% to 30% of students make a lateral transfer during their collegiate experience (Bahr, 

2009; Goldrick-Rab & Pfeffer, 2009; Jacobs, 2004; Li, 2010). University administrators often forget 

about students who did not initially matriculate at their institution, because attrition models do not 

consider them, the type of departure is typically not identified, state policies do not apply, and cost 

to attend the university is higher (Li, 2010). States do not support the academic transition of these 

students since they lack policies on the transferability of credits between bachelor’s degree offering 

institutions (Li, 2010). Students may be prepared to attend a four-year institution, but they are not 

accepted to their dream school, so they enter an institution with a short-term plan to help them 

achieve a long-term goal at another institution (Kippenham, 2004). They use enrollment into one 

program as a gateway to the same or different program of study at a different university (O’Keefe, 

Laven, & Burgess, 2011). 
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The research that has been conducted on lateral transfer students typically examines the 

impact of various demographic characteristics on degree attainment (Goldrick-Rab & Pfeffer, 2009; 

Li, 2010). Unlike the current study, Bahr (2009) looked at lateral transfer between community 

colleges, not four-year institutions. Li (2010) found that lateral transfer students are 31.9% less likely 

to graduate than staying students within a six-year period. However, lateral transfer students who 

become socially involved in their institution are nearly five percent more likely to persist toward 

graduation.  

Prior to making the decision to transfer, students most frequently consult friends and family. 

Lateral transfer students also talked with individuals at the transfer and receiving institutions (Wintre 

& Morgan, 2009). A variety of reasons are cited for why students transfer between four-year 

institutions, with the primary reasons being academic in nature: degree offerings (22%) and already 

graduated (18%) (NCES, 96-2001). Students depart four-year institutions because of academic 

achievement, financial concerns, and institutional qualities (Li, 2010). Academic achievement was a 

key factor for 21.9% of students as to why they transferred out of the sending institution (Wintre & 

Morgan, 2009). In a different study, lateral transfer students suggest dissatisfaction with their 

intellectual development at the sending institution as the main reason for departure (McCormick, 

1997). A main reason for student departure is degree program. When students matriculated at the 

institution, they entered a degree program which was not right for them, or they were unsure of their 

occupational goals (Harrison, 2006; Yorke, 2000). For some, they suggest moving closer to home as 

a key reason for their departure (Wintre & Morgan, 2009). Students who start college at a school 

out-of-state are 80% more likely to make a lateral transfer than those who matriculate at an in-state 

school. Out-of-state students can experience more difficulties in their transition. They have to adjust 

to a new state while likely not knowing as many other students going in. The psychological and 
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financial toll that the transition makes can impact a student’s decision to go back home to be closer 

to friends and family and possibly pay less in tuition (Kim et al., 2012).  

Students who interact with faculty and get connected to campus culture are less likely to 

laterally transfer. Social and academic adjustment reduce the risk of students transferring laterally; 

interaction with faculty reduces the risk of lateral transfer by 44%, and getting involved on campus 

reduces the chance of transferring laterally by 30% (Kim et al., 2012). Social involvement positively 

correlates with degree completion (Li, 2010). Financially, institutions with higher in-state tuition 

reduce the odds of students laterally transferring by approximately 62%. Tuition and the aid-to-

tuition ratio do not have an impact on lateral transfer students (Kim et al., 2012). 

Lateral transfer students have a higher high school and first-semester college GPA than their 

peers who drop out and do not transfer (Caison, 2005). Lateral transfer students are more likely to 

be white and have parents who went to college (Caison, 2005). After one year, female students were 

more likely than males to make a lateral transfer. Research has shown women are quicker to make 

decisions than men, so despite women being more likely to graduate, they also make up their mind 

about institutional fit quicker. This may be the reason for their higher rate of lateral transfer after 

one year (Kim et al., 2012). 

Regardless of why they transfer, lateral transfer students have the second highest graduation 

rate behind students who matriculate and persist at the same four-year institution (Goldrick-Rab & 

Pfeffer, 2009). Unfortunately, lateral transfer students and their degree attainment has received little 

attention (Li, 2010); however, Li (2010) found that lateral transfer students take an average of 5.1 

years to attain the bachelor’s degree compared to native students who earn their degree in 4.4 years. 

Nearly 60 percent of lateral transfer students in the Li’s study obtained a degree within six years; 

91.6% of native students earned their degree within the same time period. 
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Goldrick-Rad and Pfeffer (2009) researched the relationship between variables that 

determine socioeconomic status and transfer students. The data from the 4,716 transfer students 

came from the National Education Longitudinal Study, which is conducted by the United States 

Department of Education. That study tracked students from the time that they were in eighth grade 

until the age of 26 or 27, and it surveyed them a total of five times. Information regarding their 

socioeconomic status, as well as whether they graduated from college, was collected. Transcripts 

were requested from those students who had attended a postsecondary institution to determine what 

type of transfer student they were. Econometric methods were used to determine what led students 

to transfer laterally or vertically. The researchers looked at three independent variables: parental 

education, social class, and family income. After looking at the descriptive statistics, Goldrick-Rab & 

Pfeffer (2009) used logistic regressions to determine whether a student made a lateral, reverse, or no 

transfer; sets of covariates were examined to test the hypotheses. They found that students from 

advantaged backgrounds in terms of class and income are more likely than others to engage in a 

lateral transfer, which may reflect individual preferences for changing colleges rather than a reaction 

to poor academic performance; students in the bottom SES quintile were half as likely to laterally 

transfer than students from the top quintile (Goldrick-Rab & Pfeffer, 2009). 

Because there is a lack of research about lateral transfer students, researchers and 

administrators must look to research that discusses vertical transfer students in order to gain some 

understanding about lateral transfer students. Researchers and administrators have to assume that 

the transition experiences are the same since there is no research that suggests otherwise. The 

following sections discuss research about vertical transfer students during the last decade. Similar to 

other studies, the term transfer student also refers to vertical transfer students; if lateral transfer 

students are being discussed, it will be noted. 
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Stakeholders in the Transition Process 

With an increasing number of transfer students (Jacobs, 2004; Peska, 2011; Townsend & 

Wilson, 2006) who typically have a lower retention rate than freshmen (Woosley, 2005), a significant 

need exists for college and university administrators to understand the process of transferring and 

the experiences that transfer students have during their transition. It is not only the responsibility of 

the receiving four-year institution, but officials at the sending institution must also be prepared to 

assist students in the transition process (Johnson-Benson, Geltner, & Steinberg, 2001). Turner 

(1992) claims, “It takes two to transfer” (p. 27), so four-year institutions have a responsibility in 

ensuring that students successfully transfer as well. Gawley and McGowan (2006) and Wawrzynski 

& Sedlacek (2003) argue that administrators must understand the expectations of their incoming 

transfer students, why students transfer, the experiences that students have when they transfer, and 

the challenges that go along with it in order to help them persist toward graduation. Flaga (2002) 

suggests that “before interventions can be created to assist transfer students with successful 

transition, there is a need to have a clearer understanding of the process of transfer student 

transition over time” (p. 2). There are seven habits of universities where vertical transfer students are 

successful at four-year institutions: academic preparation is key; let them know about academic and 

financial information; support two-year college counselors; create articulation agreements; admit 

vertical transfer students first; set a transfer student goal that is independent of the freshmen or 

undergraduate total; and create a transfer student culture (Handel, 2007). This study will help inform 

university officials about the experiences that transfer students undergo, both at the institutions and 

during the transition process, in order for them to create more purposeful programming that will 

meet their needs.  
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The Transition Process 

Transfer students must be educated on more than just the admissions process; they also 

need to be informed about credit evaluations, professor expectations, difficulty of classes, and ways 

to become socially engaged. During the transition experience, difficulties include feeling unknown, 

creating relationships with others, determining what services are needed, learning how the institution 

operates, finding an appropriate amount of time to study, thinking they know everything since they 

have done college before, and keeping their grades up (Hartman et al., 2009). If transfer students are 

not going to be successful, they will likely move on within their first year of enrollment (Cejda, 

Kaylor, & Rewey, 1998; Cuseo, 1998). Most studies that focus on experiences rather than transfer 

shock have found that vertical transfer students believe the receiving institution needs to distribute 

more accurate information about the transfer process and inform students which credits will transfer 

(Townsend & Wilson, 2006). The admissions process for transfer students should be streamlined by 

providing statistical information about transfer students and a transfer credit equivalency database 

on the college’s website. In addition, a common reply deadline should be created for all colleges. 

Colleges that receive a large number of transfer applications should assign specific admissions 

counselors to work with this population (Contomichalos, 2014).  

Townsend and Wilson (2006) found that most transfer students did not receive help from 

advisers at either the institution from which they transferred or the institution to which they 

transferred. For example, Tatum, Hayward, and Monzon (2006) found that on average, faculty 

members at a community college discussed the transfer process with their students for only 30 

minutes per semester. Thirty minutes, however, is not enough time to discuss how credits transfer, 

what students can expect when they are transferring, and ways to find their niche. Additionally, 

Johnson-Benson et al. (2001) found that the transfer students they studied did not feel properly 

counseled during the application process or that their faculty members advised them about the 
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transfer process. According to McGowan and Gawley (2006), “college staff can play an important 

role in preparing college students for the changing expectations and requirements of university” 

(para. 68).  

While vertical transfer students do not receive the support they need, lateral transfer students 

are particularly at risk. There are typically no individuals at the sending institution who are educated 

or trained to assist students with this process. Four-year institutions should have representatives to 

assist students with the transfer process, both in and out (Wintre & Morgan, 2009); transfer students 

need to be supported by university personnel before and after they graduate (Kippenham, 2004). 

Four-year institutions are more focused on retaining students, so once a student decides to depart, 

there is no support provided.  

Academic Advising Concerns 

There are many academic barriers at four-year institutions which get in the way of vertical 

transfer students having a seamless transition: credit evaluation, course registration problems, issues 

with academic advising, no career drive, higher faculty-to-student ratio, and lack of academic 

preparation (Lockwood, Hunt, Matlack, & Kelley, 2013). Academic advising is critical for transfer 

students (Kippenham, 2004), and it has a substantial impact on a student’s self-perceived satisfaction 

and sense of belonging (Hartman et al., 2009). A major factor which leads to dissatisfaction with a 

university is inaccurate or poor academic advising. While college may be the best four years of a 

student’s life, the ultimate goal is to graduate in a timely manner. If students are misguided on their 

course selections, their whole academic plan can be thrown off course (Gard, Paton, & Gosselin, 

2012). Students associate taking courses to money, time, and effort, and if students’ complete 

courses do not transfer at their receiving institution, students will perceive this as a failure on the 

adviser’s part. Academic support was the area of least satisfaction in one study. Vertical transfer 

students are looking to achieve academically, and if they do not perform in this area, they may 
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transfer again. It is critical that universities find resources which increase availability of faculty and 

the number of academic advisers for transfer students. In an effort to curb these concerns, some 

states have implemented policies to ensure students are academically prepared and understand how 

courses will transfer across institutions.  

Academic Adjustment 

In addition to the social adjustment, vertical transfer students feel like just a number at some 

four-year schools since the faculty is so focused on research (Hartman et al., 2009). If they have a 

negative impression of the receiving institution, they are likely to perform worse academically than 

those who have positive thoughts. Vertical transfers with low GPAs and/or low self-esteem related 

to academic performance will have additional academic adjustment challenges (Laanan, 2007). 

College GPA is the most significant predicator of retention between years one and two (Murtaugh, 

Burns, & Schuster, 1999). Students who earn a higher GPA are more likely to graduate in six years 

(Li, 2010). Luckily, to help them graduate, transfer students use learning strategies more often than 

native students (NSSE, 2013). 

For vertical transfer students, four-year faculty are often weary of the rigor of academic 

courses at two-year institutions (Handel, 2007). Prior to transferring in California, students must 

pass two English/composition courses and one quantitative reasoning course higher than college 

algebra. Students are also encouraged to take prerequisites for their intended major courses. Faculty 

from four-year institutions review the syllabi to ensure rigor (Handel, 2007). One way states can 

assist vertical transfer students with the academic adjustment is through articulation agreements. 

Articulation Agreements 

Dating back to the 1940s, two-year institutions have made it their priority to train students in 

vocational and technical skills. If a community college student desires to earn a bachelor’s degree, 

two-year institutions are equipped with some resources to help them make that transition. In order 
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to help ease the transition, the Joint Commission on Junior and Senior Colleges created guidelines to 

ensure a more seamless transition through the development of articulation agreements in 1958.  

Articulation agreements help transfer students have a smoother transition to the receiving 

institution (Townsend & Wilson, 2006). The transfer credit evaluation is not always available to 

transfer students upon them being notified of their acceptance. The number of credits that are being 

transferred is a major factor for students in determining to which institution they will transfer. This 

issue is usually handled for vertical transfer students going to a public higher education institution 

because of standing articulation agreements (Contomichalos, 2014). Articulation agreements in some 

states allow students who earn their associate degree to transfer to a four-year institution in the same 

state and have their general education requirements met automatically (Hartman et al., 2009). 

Vertical transfer students are typically more successful at transferring credits than lateral or reverse 

transfers (NCES, 2014). 

While articulation agreements can be helpful, they may also deter students from persisting at 

one institution. Swirling is promoted by some states through the use of course articulation 

agreements, mission differentiation, and/or distance learning opportunities. Some states, including 

Florida, make it easier for students to determine how they can get the same degree for the best price. 

With a common numbering system, students are able to shop around and take classes at multiple 

universities in order to spend the least amount on their postsecondary education. In addition, some 

states reduce the overlap in degree offerings between the state institutions. If a student starts at 

University A but is not quite sure what he or she wants to major in, he or she could be required to 

transfer to University B due to a lack of program offerings. This system of “mission differentiation” 

increases swirling among students. Finally, distance learning and online classes allow students to take 

classes from anywhere. As a result, they can easily take classes at multiple institutions at the same 

time and double dip the system (Borden, 2004). 
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Transfer Shock 

Transfer students are said to have experienced transfer shock when they have a dip in their 

GPA immediately after transferring (Hill, 1965). The GPA of students who experience transfer 

shock is up to 0.292 grade points lower in their first semester than native students (Lockwood et al., 

2013); however, transfer shock is a temporary status as most transfer students recover, assuming 

they are retained past the first year. On average, transfer students had higher GPAs than native 

students after one year of enrollment by 0.12 points (Hartman et al., 2009). In a study based in 

North Carolina, vertical transfer students experienced transfer shock going into their major 

coursework, and their native peers did not. The transfer students were able to bounce back from 

their initially poor first semester and achieve a similar GPA at the time of graduation to their native 

peers (Glass & Harrington, 2002). Students who transfer with more than 60 credit hours are less 

likely to experience transfer shock and more likely to graduate than those who transfer as a freshman 

or sophomore (Hartman et al., 2009). In fact, one study found community college transfer students 

graduate at a higher rate than their native peers (Belcher, 2001). 

Social Adjustment 

Despite Herman and Lewis (2004) having found there to be no difference between the social 

and cultural adjustment of freshmen and transfer students, most research on the social adjustment 

of transfer students has found it to be significant. Transfer students are susceptible to feeling alone, 

not finding a social network, failing to grasp the campus culture, and overall experiencing a hard 

transition in their new environment (Cameron, 2004). Not only is it difficult for transfer students to 

find support from university officials, it is also challenging for them to find a social group where 

they belong. According to Gawley and McGowan (2006), because of their age, maturity level, and 

previous experiences, transfer students generally report that they feel different and inadequate from 

other students. Because they were either unqualified for admission as freshmen, too immature, not 
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financially prepared, or did not have career goals that needed higher education, transfer students feel 

that it is hard for them to find where they belong (Gawley and McGowan, 2006). Townsend and 

Wilson (2006) concluded that most students found that adjusting socially to the environment was 

uncomfortable at first, and they would have liked someone to individually assist them in finding the 

right social fit in the beginning in order to ensure a smooth transition.  

Transfer students had to decrease their number of outside work hours and time spent with 

family in order to increase the number of hours they spent studying and making social connections 

when they transferred to a four-year university (Berger & Malaney, 2003). It may also be more 

difficult for transfer students to make social connections if a receiving institution is more focused on 

its freshman population. Many students create their social network in their freshman year through 

residence halls and organizations. If students already have their network, it can be difficult for 

transfer students to insert themselves into these groups. It can also be challenging to make 

friendships in large lecture classes (Townsend & Wilson, 2006). Spending time with friends and 

getting involved on campus are indicators of social adjustment (Laanan, 2007). The more students 

are engaged in the campus community, the more likely they are to be satisfied with their collegiate 

experience (Berger & Malaney, 2003). 

Regardless of whether it is challenging or not, social connectedness has a direct effect on 

retention (Allen, Robbins, Casillas, & Oh, 2008), and it is important for transfer students to get 

involved on campus in order to find their niche (Wawrzynski & Sedlacek, 2003). Cutright (2011) 

suggested that transfer students are generally less engaged than native students; however, researchers 

have not reported why this is the case. University administrators need to better understand how and 

why transfer students get connected to the social aspects of campus life since the more students 

become immersed in campus life, the more likely they are to persist and feel satisfied (Berger & 
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Malaney, 2003; Townsend & Wilson, 2006). The current study expanded the answers to those 

questions by exploring the experiences of transfer students.  

University Housing 

In a phenomenological study of 28 lateral transfer students, Utter and DeAngelo (2015) 

determined lateral transfer students found the process of securing housing at the receiving 

institution to be “overwhelming and stress-inducing;” and this part of the transition process was 

labeled as “the most negative aspect of the transfer experience” (p. 184). Unlike vertical transfer 

students, lateral transfer students count on the residence hall experience to provide them with a 

sense of community and socialization. Since most lateral transfer students have lived on campus at 

their sending institution, they rely on this environment to connect them to their receiving institution. 

On the other hand, vertical transfer students rely on family and their community for that support 

and connection (Utter & DeAngelo, 2015). When students lived on campus or worked on campus, 

they were more likely to be satisfied (Berger & Malaney, 2003). The lack of social connection in the 

residence halls or apartment complexes as a lateral transfer student left many of them craving this 

aspect of the college experience. It was more difficult for lateral transfer students to make 

connections with their peers, since the same social opportunities were not presented in 

upperclassmen residence halls as they were in freshmen residence halls (Utter & DeAngelo, 2015). 

Pre-Entry Factors 

A certain amount of preparation is necessary prior to beginning the college journey. Berger 

and Malaney (2003) suggest, “The ways in which students prepare to transfer seem to be as much a 

factor in their high satisfaction rates as the actual levels of involvement with the university” (pp. 14-

15). Students need to determine their needs based on their background information and find out 

how those needs can be met. One way needs can be met is at new student orientation. Orientation 

programs should be offered to students of all levels (Wintre & Morgan, 2009) at which students 
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need to address their concerns and ensure the university is the right place for them. Advising and 

orientation programs are instrumental in helping incoming vertical transfer students understand the 

resources available (Townsend & Wilson, 2006), thus becoming better equipped to handle 

challenging situations. According to Monroe (2006), “Personal issues, institution fit, and academic 

integration are important influences in student attrition” (p. 39). At orientation, these key areas can 

start being addressed by each student. 

Financial Challenges 

Finally, with the additional budget cuts to higher education from state legislatures, it is even 

more important that transfer students are retained for the economic state of colleges and 

universities. Poch (2005) found that Washington state is concerned about rising costs of higher 

education and an increase in the average amount of time to graduation. Higher education institutions 

cannot afford to lose tuition dollars from their paying customers or a decreased number of college 

graduates; thus, transfer students need to be retained.  

Students cited financial reasons as a primary reason for leaving college, particularly because a 

large portion of the sample was from out-of-state (Hoyt & Winn, 2004). However, Goldrick-Rab 

and Pfeffer (2009) found that the majority of lateral transfer students come from financially 

advantaged backgrounds, and Hoyt and Winn (2004) conclude that transfer students are more likely 

to be supported by their parents. In one study, vertical transfer students experienced challenges 

relating to the amount of financial aid allotted; communication with the financial services 

department; course times; and facilities when making their transition to a four-year institution. 

Because of when the students were admitted, the amount of financial aid and scholarships given to 

them was far less than they had received at their community college. In addition, the cost of 

attendance at the four-year institution was drastically higher than they were accustomed. The lack of 

customer service provided by the financial services personnel was disheartening, and the times of 



 

32 

the courses they were required to take made it difficult to balance their work life, too (Gard et al., 

2012). The current research study will help university administrators determine if finances are a 

reason for lateral transfer student departure. Further, Elkins et al. (2000) stated that “the goal of 

enhanced student retention has become a focus of higher education institutions nationwide” (p. 

251). Colleges and universities need to find a way to keep college affordable so that their retention 

numbers can increase. By understanding the transfer student experience, colleges and universities 

will be able to create programs that will help retain this student population through graduation while 

keeping their financial concerns at a minimum. With 57% of students leaving college between their 

first and second year (Tinto, 1996), and the attrition rate in between subsequent years reducing by 

50% each year (Levitz, Noel, & Richter, 1999), it is imperative university administrators look at 

Tinto’s (1993) model of student departure and Astin’s (1993) I-E-O model as a way to create 

programs which will increase retention. 

Tinto’s Model of Student Departure 

Tinto’s model of student departure is the most commonly used with attrition studies 

(Hovdhaugen, 2009; Ishitani, 2008a; Townsend & Wilson, 2006). Pre-entry, social, and academic 

factors all play a role in a transfer student’s decision to persist, as previously discussed. Academic 

related themes are the most common reason a student enters a university; personal reasons are the 

most common reason for departure. Academic reasons include program reputation, teaching ability, 

and transfer of credits. Personal reasons include medical, family, and financial concerns (Wintre & 

Morgan, 2009). According to Herzog (2005),  

Living on campus, use of recreation facilities, concurrent enrollment at another college, 
taking a greater credit load, majoring in a field requiring higher-level math, passing a first-
year math course (or enrolling in a higher-level math based on placement scores), receiving 
better grades, and doing at least as well as one’s classmates (as measured via the peer 
challenge) all statistically improve the odds of second-year retention. The same is true for 
students returning in the spring. (p. 905)  
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Other studies have found that nontraditional students are primarily not retained because of 

academic performance, intent, demographic qualities, and environmental variables (Bean & Metzner, 

1985). Pascarella (1989) determined academic adjustment, intellectual maturation, and faculty contact 

as the key factors impacting retention. However, I would argue Tinto (1993) covers all of these 

factors except intellectual maturation in his model. Since transfer students are diverse in so many 

ways, it is difficult to say that the social aspect does not play a role (Monroe, 2006). Some doubt the 

application of Tinto’s (1993) model to the nontraditional student populations. Since many transfer 

students live off campus, they may not see social factors as playing a role in their decision to persist 

(Monroe, 2006). Regardless, universities should provide quality contact with faculty members 

outside the classroom to help students feel supported; this is also a factor which impacts higher 

GPAs (Hartman et al., 2009). Students who successfully navigate the new academic and social 

environments are more likely to be retained (Harrison, 2006; Lockwood et al., 2013). 

Astin’s Model of Input-Environment-Output 

 In Astin’s model of I-E-O, “input refers to the characteristics of the student at the time of 

entry to the institution; environment refers to the various programs, policies, faculty, peers, and 

educational experiences to which the student is exposed; and outcomes refers to the student’s 

characteristics after exposure to the environment” (Astin, 1993, p. 7). While Tinto’s model has been 

most commonly applied to attrition studies, Astin’s model makes the concept more basic, as seen in 

Figure 1.2. The characteristics a student brings to the institution will impact the environment and 

the outcome of his or her experience.  

One hundred and forty-six input characteristics contribute to the I-E-O model (Astin, 1993). 

These characteristics range from prior academic experiences, like Tinto (1993), to demographic 

information and motivation for attending college. In addition, religious preference, parental income 

and education, and number of high school classes taken were also considered. Further, their 
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experiences, whether they be social or academic in nature, will impact their output as well. The 

model uses 192 different environmental factors, including peer group characteristics, financial aid, 

place of residence, faculty characteristics, and institutional characteristics (Astin, 1993). Finally, the 

output could be a student stopping out, dropping out, transferring, graduating, or 38 other options. 

A stop-out student is one who matriculates for some time and then stops taking classes for a period, 

but eventually returns. Students who stop-out have the lowest chance of graduating within six years. 

All students should be encouraged to continuously enroll whether it be at the same institution or a 

different one (Li, 2010). A dropout is a student who initially takes classes but stops after a period of 

time and does not return. A student is most likely to drop out during the first year in college 

(Monroe, 2006). 

Developing Supportive Programs 

Institutional leaders need to do more to ensure that transfer students have a smooth 

transition, just as they do for incoming freshmen. Gawley and McGowan (2006) found that when 

transfer students arrive, they are basically like freshmen; they must adjust academically and socially. 

Similar to freshmen, transfer students have a lot of anxiety about going to a new school (Gawley & 

McGowan, 2006; Wolf-Wendel, Twombly, Morphew, & Sopcich, 2004), so their integration needs 

initially will be similar; the difference for transfer students comes from their concern about credit 

evaluations (Townsend, 2008). However, because of this difference and the fact that they are older 

and have some college experience, transfer students are different than native students, and they 

should be treated and programmed for differently than students who matriculate as freshmen (Miller 

& Nadler, 2004). If the receiving institution has programs in place to welcome incoming transfer 

students that help them get connected, then they are more likely to be retained and succeed. Thus, if 

institutions are concerned about retention rates, they should prioritize the development of programs 

for transfer students throughout the semester, not just the first few weeks of classes, in order to get 
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them engaged academically and socially in the larger university community (Townsend & Wilson, 

2006; Harrison, 1999; Flaga, 2006). Unfortunately, first-year transfer students felt less supported at 

their receiving institution (NSSE, 2013). Transfer students need to be made aware of the challenges 

faced by those who have come before them and informed of the programs and services available to 

help them succeed (Kippenham, 2004). Elkins et al. (2000) found that students who separate from 

their previous communities are more likely to be retained into their second semester. Transfer 

students are more likely to find their niche at the receiving institution and separate from their 

previous school if there are pertinent programs developed specifically for them. The transfer 

experience differs for all students, so administrators should take the unique experience of different 

populations into account when planning transition programs (Wawrzynski & Sedlacek, 2003). 

However, administrators should continue to develop these programs so transfer students can 

discover their fit at the receiving institution. 

Conclusion 

 With the increasing number of transfer students, a great need exists for university 

administrators to determine opportune ways to better support this population, particularly lateral 

transfer students. It is important to determine why students are leaving the institution in order to 

create programs and policies effectively (Hovdhaugen, 2009; Ishitani, 2008; Wintre & Morgan, 

2009). While there exists a vast amount of information about vertical transfer students, especially in 

relation to their academic success and transfer shock, researchers need to learn how lateral transfer 

students’ experiences compare to those of vertical transfer and native students. Vertical transfer 

students are faced with many diverse issues upon matriculating, and it is important to determine if 

lateral transfer students face the same myriad issues. The review of the literature has brought many 

factors impacting student persistence to light, and it is critical this information is further explored to 

determine its impact on lateral transfers. In order for the receiving institution to retain the lateral 
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transfer student, they should assist students in properly adjusting to the environment, both socially 

and academically. The background factors and needs the students enter the institution with need to 

be addressed in order for them to persist toward graduation. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

 Chapter Three describes the research methods used, the research design, setting and 

sampling techniques, instrumentation, data collection methods, and validity measures.  

Research Design 

With this qualitative phenomenological study, I examined the essence of lateral transfer 

students’ experiences before and after they transferred to another four-year higher education 

institution. I determined the meaning of “their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon” 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 57). Brown, Sorrell, McClaren, and Creswell (2006) suggest, “In 

phenomenological research, the structure of consciousness of lived experiences is explored with the 

goal of giving the reader an accurate understanding of the essential, invariant structure (or essence) 

of an experience” (p. 122). My goal in this study was to discover and gain an understanding of the 

lateral transfer students’ perspective about and interpretation of their transition process and 

determine their reasons for departure and persistence. I wanted to learn about the shared 

experiences of these students (Patton, 2002), even though they will had not transferred from the 

same four-year institution. According to Polkinghorne (1989), “The reader should come away from 

the phenomenology with the feeling, ‘I understand better what it is like for someone to experience 

that’” (p. 46). 

I have explored what transfer students experienced before, during, and after their transition, 

as well as their perceptions of the transition process. The central phenomenon focused on were the 

factors that lead the students to depart one four-year baccalaureate institution and persist at another, 

given that the institutions offer like-degree programs; I determined the reasons for departure and 

persistence outside of type of degree program offering. The research questions driving this study 



 

38 

were: Why do lateral transfer students depart one four-year institution and persist at another? How 

do students’ academic, social, and pre-entry factors influence their decision to depart or persist?  

To conduct this study, I scheduled two one-on-one interviews with lateral transfer students 

who transferred within the last two semesters or who were currently transitioning. Prior to the first 

interview, I asked each participant to submit demographic and background information about 

themselves (Appendix A). Criterion-based sampling was used to determine the participants. Based 

on the two semi-structured interviews, I found answers to the research questions.  

Phenomenological Methods and this Study 

I selected a phenomenological study, because the essence of the transition experience for 

lateral transfer students has yet to be researched; my enthusiasm and inquisitiveness about the topic 

motivate the study (Moustakas, 1994). I wanted to interpret why students were transferring between 

like-degree offering institutions. If one university offers a bachelor’s degree and so does the other, 

why do some people make the change? Further, Kocklemans (1967) and other philosophers have 

been using the term phenomenology since 1765, but it was not until Hegel that a definition was 

created. Since then, the use of phenomenological methods has been increasingly used by scholars in 

education fields (van Manen, 2014). According to van Manen (2014), education practitioners 

conduct phenomenological studies, because “it may offer plausible insight, and these insights speak 

not only to our intellectual competence but also to our practical capabilities” (p. 67). Not only does 

this research increase the knowledge in the field, it also provides practitioners with concrete ways to 

better perform their daily work and “develop practices or policies” (Creswell, 2007, p. 60).  

When the term phenomenology is broken down into its Greek root words phainomenon and 

logos, the term means “the activity of giving an account, giving a logos, of various phenomena, of the 

various ways in which things can appear” (Sokolowski, 2000, p. 8). Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 

(2009) define phenomenology as a “philosophical approach to the study of experience” (p. 11). 
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The phenomenon is a past experience that is retold by the person who lived it before it is reflected 

upon (van Manen, 2014). The goal is to interpret the meaning of the experience from the 

perspective of the person who lived it and also to receive a comprehensive description of that 

experience (Creswell, 2007; Heidegger, 2010; Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 2014). Husserl (1983) 

urges researchers to study the phenomenon in its natural environment without external influence. By 

studying experiences in one’s typical life (van Manen, 2014), I was able to determine the 

quintessential elements which impacted the outcome of those experiences. 

In order to conduct a phenomenological study, Moustakas (1994) claims the researcher must 

complete a four-stage process: epoche, reduction, imaginative variation, and vocative. I began by 

clearing my mind, as well as the mind of the research participant, in the epoche phase. From there, I 

was able to separate their preconceived notions and analyze the data during the reduction phase. In 

the imaginative variation stage, I determined the structural meaning of the experience. Finally, in the 

vocative phase, I wrote up the results of the study, which you have before you. 

Epoche 

The epoche is the “suspension of judgment [which] is critical in phenomenological 

investigation and requires the setting aside of the researcher’s personal viewpoint in order to see the 

experience for itself” (Katz, 1987, p. 37). While it can be a challenging task, phenomenological 

researchers must ensure “whatever or whoever appears in our consciousness is approached with an 

openness, seeing just what is there and allowing what is there to linger” (Moustakas, 1994, pp. 85-

86). All involved in the current study were transparent and seemed open to each experience with the 

phenomena. Any predispositions were put aside while participating in research-study related 

activities, such as interviewing or data analysis. “In order for the researcher to be able to fully 

appreciate and understand the interviewees’ experiences with the phenomena, the researcher must 

clear their mind from any preconceived notions about the experience” (Moustakas, 1994). Merriam 
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(2009) recommends that before interviewing someone who has lived through the experience, “the 

researcher usually explores his or her own experiences, in part to examine dimensions of the 

experience and in part to become aware of personal prejudices, viewpoints, and assumptions. This 

process is called epoche” (p. 25).  

Not only has this process of clearing the mind helped me interpret the intricacies of the 

experience, but it has also taken the interviewee back to the time they first experienced the 

phenomena; it was similar to them experiencing the phenomena for the first time (Moustakas, 1994). 

For some, the process of clearing their minds completely in order to be open to all experiences was 

difficult. Moustakas (1994) suggests the following: 

The challenge is to silence the directing voices and sounds, internally and externally, to  
remove from myself manipulating or predisposing influences and to become completely and 
solely attuned to just what appears, to encounter the phenomenon, as such, with a pure state 
of mind. (p. 88) 
 

Despite these challenges, prior to any interview or data analysis, I participated in mind-clearing 

exercises with the interviewee. In order to free myself from prejudices and judgments, I practiced 

meditation; I asked participants to clear their minds by whatever means they preferred. The clearing 

of both of our minds allowed us to delve deeply into their experiences. Because of the epoche 

exercises, we were able to focus on only those experiences which were discussed (van Manen, 2014).  

Reduction 

After clearing our minds, I began the reduction phase of a phenomenological research study. 

The purpose of the reduction is to separate the researcher’s perceptions and potential 

misconceptions from the true essence of the research participants’ experiences (Smith et al., 2009). 

Even though some researchers identify the epoche and reduction phases as “twin methods” (van 

Manen, 2014, p. 215) or lump them together into the same phase (Creswell, 2007), Moustakas (1994) 

suggests they are two distinct phases within the process. During the reduction, the researcher 

“return[s] to the self; [he or she] experiences things that exist in the world from the vantage point of 
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self-awareness, self-reflection, and self-knowledge” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 95). The analysis of the 

data took place during the reduction phase of the phenomenological study. This phase “is the 

process of continually returning to the essence of the experience to derive the inner structure or 

meaning in and of itself. We isolate the phenomenon in order to comprehend its essence” (Merriam, 

2009, p. 26). While I was still examining the data with a clear mind, I could articulate and formulate 

the meaning of the phenomena from those who have lived it. Van Manen (2014) claims, “It is 

because of this openness that the insight may occur that remembrances are held in the things around 

us, and they may be released through sensory contact, even though these occurrences are not really 

predictable or under our control” (p. 218). The goal of the reduction phase is to “reachieve a direct 

and primitive contact with the world as we experience it or as it shows itself - rather than as we 

conceptualize it” (van Manen, 2014, p. 220), and to obtain this goal, Moustakas (1994) breaks the 

reduction phase into four distinct steps: bracketing, horizonalizing, clustering, and organizing.  

Bracketing. The researcher will start the reduction phase by putting their preconceived 

notions and biases to the side in order to “examine consciousness itself” (Merriam, 2009, pp. 25-26). 

According to van Manen (2014), “Bracketing means parenthesizing, putting into brackets the various 

assumptions that might stand in the way from opening up access to the ordinary or the living 

meaning of a phenomenon” (p. 215). The researcher will “set aside their experiences, as much as 

possible, to take a fresh perspective toward the phenomenon under examination” (Creswell, 2007, 

pp. 59-60). I was able to do this by journaling or writing down a comprehensive description of the 

participants’ previous experiences with the phenomenon. This description included specific 

information about the context of their experience (Creswell, 2007, p. 61). I forced myself to focus 

on the perceptions of the experiences rather than to focus on the taken-for-granted aspects of the 

phenomenon (Smith et al., 2009; Taminiaux, 1991). The process of bracketing also helped ensure 

the validity of the study. 
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Horizonalizing. Horizonalizing is the process of coding the data to determine the meaning 

of the phenomenon. Creswell (2007) suggests, “Phenomenological data analysis steps are generally 

similar for all psychological phenomenologists who discuss the methods” (p. 61). I reviewed each 

statement with equal importance and then organized them into like categories (Merriam, 2009; 

Moustakas, 1994). The category clusters were used to create a textural description of the 

phenomenon. Structural descriptions were generated from the textural descriptions, and the two are 

married together to determine the meaning of the experience (Moustakas, 1994). Creswell (2007) 

created the template coding structure seen in Figure 3.4 which can be used with computer programs 

for phenomenological researchers. 

Figure 3.4. Template for Coding a Phenomenological Study (Creswell, 2007, p. 170) 
 

Imaginative Variation 

The purpose of this process within phenomenological research is to help the researcher 

determine the specific characteristics of the phenomenon being studied (Smith et al., 2009). The goal 

was to arrive at a structural description of the essence of the experience. During the reduction phase, 

a textural description was determined. From this textural description, I sought “possible meanings 

through the utilization of imagination, varying the frames of reference, employing polarities and 

reversals, and approaching the phenomenon from divergent perspectives, different positions, roles, 

or functions” (Moustakas, 1994, pp. 97-98). Merriam (2009) compares this phase of the process to 

walking around a modern sculpture and viewing the details at every angle. Once the structural 

Essence of the Phenomenon 
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description was determined, “the ‘how’ that speaks to conditions that illuminate the ‘what’ of 

experience” (Moustakas, 1994, pp. 97-98) became evident; this was the essence of the experience. In 

this study, I used imaginative variation to determine the factors that influenced a student to make a 

lateral transfer between four-year institutions. 

Vocative 

Moustakas (1994) claims, “The final step in the phenomenological research process is the 

intuitive integration of the fundamental textural and structural descriptions into a unified statement 

of the essences of the experience of the phenomenon as a whole” (p. 100). The textural and 

structural descriptions of the essence of the phenomenon were synthesized together, and I created a 

written description of the experience. According to van Manen (2014), “The vocative dimension of 

the phenomenological method becomes especially active in the actual process of phenomenological 

writing” (van Manen, 2014, p. 240). Even though this was the most difficult phase in 

phenomenological research (van Manen, 2014), it was an imperative step to ensure those interested 

have a full understanding of the essence of the experience from those who have lived it.  

Setting 

 After determining the topic and selecting the appropriate methodology, researchers must 

then select a case for their research; this includes determining an appropriate setting (Silverman & 

Marvasti, 2008). The setting for my unfunded study was “any setting that, while demonstrating the 

phenomenon in which you are interested, is accessible, and will provide appropriate data reasonably 

readily and quickly” (Silverman & Marvasti, 2008, p. 169). Thus, I recruited students at the university 

where I currently work; transfer student initiatives are currently a focus of the Provost, and I had his 

support in conducting the study there. 

 The public university is a regional, liberal arts university in the southeastern United States 

(Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, n.d.) that was founded in 1954 and became 
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an independent institution in 1993. The university has five academic colleges, with the majority of 

students majoring in areas within the College of Science. According to the Office of Institutional 

Research, Assessment, and Analysis’ (2015) Factbook in Fall 2015, the total undergraduate 

enrollment was 9,615, including 734 new transfer students. Of all new transfer students, 51% are 

from in-state and 60% are between the ages of 20 and 22. Lateral transfer students make up 

approximately 40% of first-time transfer enrollees.  

Sample 

When selecting the case (Silverman & Marvasti, 2008), I had to determine how to recruit and 

select the sample I would be working with to determine the answers to the research questions. For 

this study, I employed a criterion sampling technique. Criterion sampling was used “for quality 

assurance” and to make sure “all cases met some criterion” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 28). I 

created a list of criteria the participants would have to meet in order to be included in the study and 

then identified individuals who possessed those qualities (Merriam, 2009). If not enough participants 

had been found using criterion-based selection, I would have used snowball sampling to locate 

additional students. Snowball sampling is used once a few participants who meet the criteria are 

found, and those individuals are tasked with helping the researcher find others who meet the same 

criteria. According to Miles and Huberman (1994), the purpose of snowball sampling is that it 

“identifies cases of interest from people who know people who know what cases are information-

rich” (p. 28). These individuals could be classmates, friends, or acquaintances.  

To determine the answers to the aforementioned research questions, I interviewed 

individuals who had lived through and knew the most about the phenomenon in question (Creswell, 

2007; Merriam, 2009). For this study about the experiences of lateral transfer students, only students 

who previously attended a four-year institution and transferred to the receiving institution were 

interviewed. 
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Criterion Sampling and the Recruitment of the Sample 

After obtaining approval from the Human Subjects Committee (IRB) at both Florida State 

University and the receiving institution in the study, I used a criterion sampling method for this 

phenomenological study. I requested the names, email addresses, phone numbers, college credits 

earned, sending institution, and number of credits enrolled in for Fall 2016 of all students who 

transferred to the receiving institution from a four-year institution during the 2015-2016 academic 

year from the Office of Institutional Research, Assessment, and Analysis. In August 2016, I 

requested the same information for transfer students who matriculated in Fall 2016. I sorted the list 

by earned credits and removed any student who had yet to earn at least 24 credit hours, in 

accordance with the aforementioned definition of lateral transfer student. For the initial list only 

students who transferred from another four-year institution were included, as indicated by the 

Office of Institutional Research, Assessment, and Analysis; however, two of the students who 

responded to the recruitment email had transferred from a two-year institution, so they did not 

qualify for the study. For the second list, I requested all transfer students, and I sorted by 

transferring institution to determine whether the institution was a two-year or four-year school; 

additional research on Google was required to determine this information. Any student who did not 

transfer from a four-year institution was removed from the list. 

I then emailed all lateral transfer students on the list in order to recruit them for the study 

(Appendix B); the recruitment email for students in the first group was sent in June 2016, and the 

email for students in the second group was sent in August 2016. The email introduced the study and 

asked for volunteers to participate; students who participated in both interviews received $20 cash. I 

responded to all emails within 24 hours to set up a meeting time for the first interview; each 

participant was asked the times that worked best for him or her, as well as a preferred interview 

method: in person at the University’s library or my office, on Skype, or via Google Hangout. In 
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total, 27 students responded to the demographic information survey; however, only 20 scheduled 

their first interview. Two of those students did not meet the definition of lateral transfer student. If I 

had felt the research questions had been answered and a point of saturation had not been met, I 

would have continued recruiting additional students to participate. A point of saturation is met 

when, as suggested by Guest, Bruce, and Johnson (2006), “new information produces little or no 

change to the codebook” (p. 65).  

Sample Size 

Even though most phenomenological studies have no more than 10 participants (Creswell, 

2007), Polkinghorne (1989) suggests a sample size between five and 25 people. A sample size of 10 

students from each group was preferred; however, I felt a point of saturation had been met with the 

sample of nine from each group for a total of 18 participants. If more individuals had been needed 

to cover the phenomenon, additional people would have been recruited (Patton, 2002). I wanted to 

ensure the data reached a point of fullness and answered the posed research questions (Merriam, 

2009); when participants started responding with the same answers, I knew the data had reached this 

point (Ryan & Bernard, 2004). Once the interviews had been conducted and the data reached a 

point of saturation, I moved on to the analysis stage. 

Data Collection 

  In order to learn about the lateral transfer student experience, I held two 30- to 60-minute 

one-on-one interviews approximately two months apart with each participant; both interviews were 

audio recorded, as suggested by van Manen (2014). Prior to the first set of interviews, I obtained 

informed consent from all participants, as seen in Appendix C. For phenomenological studies, an 

interview is typically used to gather information regarding the phenomenon (Merriam, 2009; 

Moustakas, 1994). Because I was interested in learning about the first-hand experience of those who 

lived it, the best way to gather this information was to conduct in-depth interviews. During the 
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interviews, I followed the suggestion of van Manen (2014) and asked specific questions about how 

each participant first experienced the phenomena. I wanted to learn about the pre-reflective 

experiences of each participant. Moustakas (1994) suggests asking two comprehensive questions: 

What has your experience been like with the phenomenon? What situations have impacted your 

involvement with the phenomenon? In addition, Creswell (2007) suggests holding multiple 

interviews with each participant; hence I conducted two interviews per participant. Field notes were 

kept during each interview to document all nonverbal communication. 

The first set of semi-structured interviews took place during the month of June for students 

in the first group and in August or September for students in the second group; the interview was 

either in person or via Skype. This interview focused on the experiences the student had at the 

sending institution. Prior to asking any questions, I got to know each participant in order to make 

him or her feel more comfortable about answering the questions (Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 

2014). From there, I asked the participants to clear their minds in order to focus on their 

experiences at their sending and receiving institutions. “Prior to the interview, the primary 

investigator engages in the epoche process described earlier so that, to a significant degree, past 

associations, understandings, ‘facts,’ biases, are set aside and do not color or direct the interview” 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 116). Then, I asked questions about why they decided to transfer, out-of-class 

activities, academic pursuits and excellence, and other external factors which may have influenced 

them, such as family ties; the first interview questions can be seen in Appendix D.  

These factors are consistent with the conceptual framework for this study as I was studying 

the impacts of background, academic, social, and involvement factors on a student’s decision to 

persist or depart an institution (Astin, 1984; Tinto, 1993). I also asked the participants about their 

goals for their first semester at the receiving institution and their transition thus far. Questions were 
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asked to learn about the student’s transition to the receiving institution, including transition 

resources that have been utilized.  

 The second interview took place in August or September, just after the Fall 2016 semester 

began for participants in the first group and in late September or October for all but two 

participants in the second group; the last two participants completed their second interview in 

November and December. Herzog (2005) suggested that most students will transfer within their first 

year of attendance. Thus, by interviewing students at the beginning of a new semester, I was able to 

capture their experiences and perceptions of the receiving institution. The lateral transfer students in 

group one had the chance to become integrated, both academically and socially, into the culture of 

the receiving institution by that point. For students in the second group, they were completing the 

transition process and starting to better understand the University. Questions about the students’ 

first semester were asked in order to learn more about their transition. Additionally, I asked 

questions about their intent to persist or depart and the reasons behind that intent/decision, as seen 

in Appendix E. 

Data Analysis 

 After each round of interviews, I transcribed the interview verbatim and read through it 

once in order to start becoming familiar with the content. The field notes provided me with 

informational cues that could not be captured through the tape recorder (Merriam, 2009; Silverman 

& Marvasti, 2008). Nonverbal facial expressions and changes in body language were noted. Once all 

transcriptions were complete, I read over all the documents again in order to start identifying 

commonalities. I uploaded the transcriptions into NVivo 11 and read through the interviews a third 

time while using axial and open coding. During the coding process, or horizonalization, I would 

“highlight ‘significant statements,’ sentences, or quotes that provided an understanding of how the 

participants experienced the phenomenon” (Creswell, 2007, p. 61).  
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Axial coding is utilized when a researcher uses a preset list of codes to assist with the data 

analysis process (Creswell, 2007). Axial coding “will bring together different elements from the 

coding paradigm” (Bazeley, 2007, p. 111). I used factors from the conceptual framework as a basis 

for the coding. During the horizonalization process, I looked to see if data existed to support the 

previously determined factors. The axial coding was based on Tinto’s (1993) Model of Institutional 

Departure and Astin’s (1993) I-E-O Model. Tinto suggests that students depart a higher education 

institution because of three factor types: pre-entry, social, and academic. Within each category, he 

outlines subcategories to be considered; the subcategories were used as the pre-determined codes 

when analyzing the data. Within pre-entry factors, the subcategories were family background, skills 

and abilities, and prior schooling. Family background included information regarding the educational 

attainment of a student’s immediate family members, socioeconomic status, and level of support in 

relation to the student working toward a postsecondary degree. The skills and abilities factor 

emphasized the participant’s hobbies and interests to determine if there was a relationship between 

those and the chosen area of study. A student’s prior schooling was important in determining his or 

her academic performance at the sending institution and perceptions of education. Extracurricular 

activities and peer group interactions contributed to a student’s social system. The extracurricular 

activities code encompassed out-of-classroom organizational memberships, leadership positions on 

campus, and part-time work. The student’s friend- and class-related peer interactions, such as study 

groups, were coded as peer group interactions. Specifically focusing on Tinto’s social aspects, Astin 

found that students who were more involved on campus were more likely to be retained and persist 

to graduation. Finally, academic factors included both academic performance and faculty 

interactions. Academic performance included information regarding the student’s perception of the 

academic achievement and overall GPA. Faculty interactions included both formal in-class lectures 

and informal conversations during class, office hours, or at a common meeting location. 
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 In addition to looking for themes that fall within Tinto’s (1993) Model of Institutional 

Departure and Astin’s (1993) I-E-O Model, I explored open coding to ensure that Tinto’s and 

Astin’s theories covered all the phenomena that lead to persistence and departure. During the 

coding and analysis process, if I had additional questions about a student’s experiences, I would have 

contacted him or her to ask follow-up questions. The possibility of follow-up questions was 

discussed when going over the informed consent form prior to the first interview; however, I did 

not have follow-up questions for any of the participants. Once coding was complete, the imaginative 

variation process began; the results were compiled and written up into a comprehensive description 

of the phenomena in Chapter Five. 

My Role as the Researcher 

While I was not a transfer student during my undergraduate experience, I developed a 

passion for learning about and working with this subpopulation of students during my graduate 

work. The research questions for this study were developed when I paused and reflected on why a 

student would leave one institution with the potential of losing credit hours in order to pursue a like-

degree at another higher education institution. According to van Manen (2014), “a good 

phenomenological study almost always starts with wonder or passes through a phase of wonder” (p. 

37). Because of this wonder, I was driven to determine the answers. In addition, this study has 

“personal significance” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 104) for me, since I work in transition and retention 

programming for college students. In my professional work, I strive to retain all students, so 

knowing why some depart will influence the programming efforts I create. I learned through various 

interactions at national conferences and with colleagues that many universities were at a loss for how 

to best support transfer students during their transition to the receiving institution. Because transfer 

students tend to be diverse in many ways, it is more difficult to plan a one-size-fits-all program 
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which will meet the majority of their needs. Because of this, I have taken an interest in finding ways 

to better support transfer students at my current institution of employment.  

 Even though I do not identify as a transfer student, I do have some preconceived notions 

about the difficulties of their transition experience. In order to keep these ideas and biases in check 

throughout the study, I employed a variety of techniques (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009; 

Poggenpoel & Myburgh, 2003; Whittemore, Chase, & Mandle, 2001). Bracketing (Poggenpoel & 

Myburgh, 2003) was utilized to separate as many thoughts prior to conducting each interview and 

when analyzing the data. I used the app “Head Space” to meditate for at least 10 minutes 

immediately prior. With a clear head, I was able to focus on being objective with the presented data.  

 Next, at the end of each research day, I recorded in a daily thought journal any subjective 

thoughts, feelings, emotions, or biases which arose (Mehra, 2002; Poggenpoel & Myburgh, 2003). 

This reflection journal was utilized to ensure integrity (Mehra, 2002; Whittemore et al., 2001); I 

referred back to it during the analysis stage of the research project. My integrity was maintained as I 

reflected on and criticized my own biases. 

Finally, I kept field notes during the interviews (Poggenpoel & Myburgh, 2003). I recorded 

any nonverbal signs, changes in the environment, or changes in the participant which were not 

recorded by the voice recorder. Similar to the personal journal, these documents were utilized during 

the analysis phase. With the combination of a personal journal and documented field notes, an 

explicit audit trail exists. I was being intentionally explicit to help ensure validity of the study. 

As a result of the bracketing, journaling, and field notes, I was able to better focus on the 

experiences of the participants and not my time with each participant. For example, one of the 

participants made a rude comment about my appearance during the first interview. By journaling 

and reflecting on that comment immediately after the interview, I was able to put it behind me and 

focus on her transition experiences rather than the impolite comment during the second interview 
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and analysis process. In addition, writing down field notes regarding some of the participant’s non-

verbal cues helped inform the analysis of their comments, especially pertaining to the major events 

that some of them endured. Being able to separate my judgments of them from their experiences 

was important to the validity of the study. 

Validity 

In addition to using bracketing and journaling to be objective, the study was confirmed using 

a variety of methods. Whittemore et al. (2001) suggest researchers must validate the results of their 

study using primary and secondary criteria. The four primary criteria for all studies are credibility, 

authenticity, criticality, and integrity (previously discussed). In addition, “a phenomenological 

investigation will need to address investigator bias (explicitness) and an emic perspective (vividness) 

as well as explicate a very specific phenomenon in depth (thoroughness)” (Whittemore et al., 2001, 

p. 529). In addition, Poggenpoel and Myburgh (2003) recommend researchers increase their 

trustworthiness by applying credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability to their 

study. 

Credibility 

 The credibility of the results refers to whether the results of the study are accurate or not. 

Member checking (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009; Poggenpoel & Myburgh, 2003; Whittemore, et 

al., 2001) was used to confirm the results of the study are consistent with the experiences of the 

participants; it ensured an accurate analysis of the data and validity. Participants were emailed the 

transcriptions of their interviews and asked to read for correctness and completeness. All 

participants were emailed the final paper, along with their false name, ensuring the accuracy of the 

analysis. Participants were given adequate notice each time to respond with any changes. 

Next, peer examination (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009; Poggenpoel & Myburgh, 2003; 

Whittemore et al., 2001) was used to confirm the results with an expert in the field of transfer 
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students. Vincent Prior, co-chair for the Transfer Student Network within the Association of 

Orientation, Transition, and Retention in Higher Education, was asked to read the analysis to 

determine if there were any gaps in the study.  

Authenticity 

To ensure the sample was represented appropriately in the analysis, I used member checking 

to determine if all the participants believed their experience was appropriately and fairly portrayed. If 

a participant expressed otherwise, I returned to the analysis phase of the process. Member checking 

for credibility and authenticity was completed at the same time. 

Criticality and Dependability 

I have been supported by my major professor throughout the study through email and 

phone conversations. During each conversation, I explained my process and asked for feedback on 

the study. My major professor critically examined the study and assessed the research process as 

recommended by Poggenpoel and Myburgh (2003). Upon completing the analysis and writing up the 

results, I also had Mr. Prior, an expert in the field, critically review the results. 

Thoroughness 

 NVivo 11 software was used during analysis to assist me with answering the aforementioned 

research questions. After getting to know my data during the transcription process, I connected 

themes and developed ideas about the phenomenon. These connections were presented after being 

confirmed through member checking and peer review. 

Vividness and Transferability 

 The results of the research have been written up “portraying the essence of the phenomenon 

without overwhelming the reader with excessive detail” (Whittemore et al., 2001, p. 531). The use of 

rich descriptive language (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009; Poggenpoel & Myburgh, 2003; 

Whittemore et al., 2001) allows the reader to visualize and understand the phenomenon. Because of 
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the details, the reader should be able to determine the transferability of the results based on the 

participants who were included in the study. A brief biography of each participant is included in 

Chapter Four. 

Conclusion 

In this study, I sought to learn about the experiences of lateral transfer students before, 

during, and after their transition process. This chapter outlined the methods used in order to better 

understand the essence of a lateral transfer student’s experience during his or her transition out of 

one higher education institution and into another. The phenomenological methods were described, 

and the processes for participant recruitment, selection, interviews, and analysis were explained. 

Chapter 4 includes background information on each of the participants. In Chapter 5, the findings 

are explained. First, any relevant information and quotes from interviews are cited. Next, code 

explanation and connections to the literature are included, followed by data analysis. Then, Chapter 

6 explains the meaning of the data and offers suggestions for future research.  

In this study, I sought to find that students clarify their values in college; specifically, they are 

able to name what they hold most dear. The point was to learn if students engage in conversations 

surrounding values with their Leadership Certificate classmates. It was anticipated that students 

would report they had an opportunity to explore their values in the Leadership Certificate courses. 

In addition, not only did they explore their values, but also had their values challenged through the 

coursework, and have since clarified what they hold most true. This chapter described the data 

presentation strategy.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PARTICIPANT PROFILES 

 For my research study, I interviewed 18 lateral transfer students who all transferred from 

their respective four-year institution to the one particular four-year, receiving institution; all but two 

of the participants transferred from different sending institutions. In June 2016, before conducting 

the interviews, I emailed all lateral transfer students who started at the receiving institution in Fall 

2015 or Spring 2016. In August 2016, I emailed all lateral transfer students who matriculated in Fall 

2016. In order for the participants to express interest in participating in the study, they were asked to 

complete an online demographic survey (Appendix A). From the emails, 27 lateral transfer students 

completed the demographic survey; however, after following up with them by email and text 

message to schedule their first interview, only 20 of them responded. During the initial interview 

stage, I discovered that two of the participants did not meet the definition of a lateral transfer 

student being used in this study, as one transferred from a two-year institution and the other had 

previously graduated from a four-year institution. Those two participants were removed from the 

sample. A total of 18 participants completed the demographic survey and both interviews. Of the 18 

participants, nine transferred in Fall 2015 and nine transferred in Fall 2016; 12 identify as female and 

the other six as male. The majority of the participants were white/Caucasian, with five of them 

noting black/African-American as their ethnicity. In addition, the study included eight in-state 

students, nine out-of-state students, and one international student. Of the in-state students, four are 

from the local area. All but five of the students transferred to the receiving institution as a 

sophomore; the other five transferred in as juniors. The mean age of the participants when they 

transferred to the receiving institution was 19.5. 

 To assure the confidentiality of all participants, pseudonyms were assigned to each of them 

prior to being interviewed. Also, to protect the integrity and privacy of the institutions from which 
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they transferred, the names of all sending institutions and/or people (i.e., friends, professors, 

roommates) have either been altered or removed from the text in this and subsequent chapters. 

Table 4.1 summarizes the demographics of all participant information. 

Table 1: Participant Demographics 

Pseudonym Gender Ethnicity 
Primary 

Residency 

Academic 
Year at 

Matriculation 

Semester of 
Matriculation 

Age at Time 
of 

Matriculation 

Ashley Female White In-State Sophomore Fall 2015 19 

Bernie Male Black In-State Sophomore Fall 2016 20 

Brittany Female 
African- 

American 
In-State Sophomore Fall 2016 18 

Chris Male White Out-of-State Sophomore Fall 2015 20 

Curtis Male White International Junior Fall 2015 19 

Diane Female 
African- 

American 
In-State Sophomore Fall 2016 19 

Elaine Female White Out-of-State Sophomore Fall 2016 19 

Jake Male White Out-of-State Sophomore Fall 2015 20 

Jena Female White Out-of-State Junior Fall 2015 20 

Jessica Female White Out-of-State Sophomore Fall 2016 18 

Julie Female White Out-of-State Sophomore Fall 2016 19 

Katie Female White Out-of-State Sophomore Fall 2016 20 

Maddy Female Caucasian Out-of-State Junior Fall 2015 20 

Morgan Female Caucasian In-State Junior Fall 2016 20 

Sierra Female White In-State Sophomore Fall 2016 19 

Tron Male Black In-State Sophomore Fall 2015 19 

Whitney Female Black In-State Junior Fall 2015 21 

Will Male White Out-of-State Sophomore Fall 2015 21 

 

Participant Profiles 

 The participant profiles that follow are provided to give a point of reference on each 

participant’s perspective on their transition experience. They deliver an overview of the demographic 

and background information for each participant in the study; the information was provided during 

the demographic survey and the two in-person interviews.  
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Ashley 

 Ashley is from Little River, South Carolina, and she is one of two students who transferred 

from the same sending institution. She credits her parents’ lack of postsecondary education as the 

main reason they pushed her and her sister so hard to go to college. She initially went to a school 

about two hours away from home that she had fallen in love with during the campus tour; the 

school is a medium-sized, public, liberal arts college in an urban setting in the same state as the 

receiving institution. Unfortunately, the experience at the school did not live up to her expectations, 

so she transferred to the receiving institution after her freshman year. Upon transferring, Ashley 

changed her major from undeclared to business management.  

Bernie 

 Bernie grew up in Charleston, South Carolina. He is the oldest of three children, and he is 

the first in his family to go to a four-year institution. While he did not excel academically in high 

school, he knew he wanted to see what college was all about, and he did not want to be on the 

streets. Bernie initially went to a small, liberal arts college in a rural setting in the same state as the 

receiving institution. Since starting school, he has taken up an interest in the medical field, so he 

majored in biology and continues to do so. He hopes to one day be a doctor or work in a research 

lab. 

Brittany 

 Brittany was raised in Florence, South Carolina, and she is the middle child of three. Her 

younger sister is 13 and lives with her mom, and her older sister goes to technical college. She is the 

first in her family to go to a four-year institution. She initially enrolled at a medium-sized, private 

institution in the same state as the receiving institution; Brittany chose to apply there because they 

offered free applications, and she did not want her mother to have to pay too much for all the 
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application fees. Brittany has not switched her major from biology since transferring, but she is 

unsure if she will continue with biology moving forward. 

Chris 

 Chris is originally from Wisconsin, and he was always pushed to go to college by his parents. 

They both have four-year degrees and so does his older sister. When looking into college, he 

gravitated toward schools with a military focus, and he ended up enrolling at one in the same state as 

the receiving institution. Since Chris was moving, his dad and stepmom decided to move to live 

close to him, as they had always wanted to retire to that area. After a tough first few months in the 

spring semester of his sophomore year, Chris dropped out of the sending institution, took a few 

months off, and then enrolled at the receiving institution. Since transferring, he has not changed his 

major from business, and he sees college as a means to an end. 

Curtis 

 Curtis is an international student from a Mediterranean country who plays intercollegiate 

tennis. He was initially recruited to a large, public university in an urban setting in a different state 

from the receiving institution. After suffering an injury during his sophomore season, Curtis had to 

fight through adversity with the coaching staff, and he ultimately decided to transfer. He knew he 

wanted to continue studying economics in the United States, and he eventually signed a scholarship 

at the receiving institution. Curtis’ parents continue to encourage him to pursue a four-year degree as 

they have earned degrees themselves. 

Diane 

 Diane is from Charleston, South Carolina, and she has one older brother who currently goes 

to another institution. He will be the first to graduate from college in her family; both of her parents 

have earned some college credits, but they always pushed college as the only option after graduating 

from high school. While Diane initially applied and was accepted into the receiving institution, she 
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decided to go elsewhere because of peer influences; she regrets letting her peers and others influence 

her decision. The school she selected is a small, private, religiously affiliated school in the same state 

as the receiving institution. Diane majored in education there, but she has since switched her major 

to sociology with a focus in criminology. 

Elaine 

 Elaine considers herself to be from the area, even though she is technically an out-of-state 

student from Shallotte, North Carolina. She is an only child and the first in her family to go to a 

four-year school. Her dad tried college and her mom went to culinary school, but neither graduated. 

Growing up, Elaine was pushed to go to college by her parents. She knew she did not want to go 

somewhere where everyone else from her high school was going, so she picked a medium-sized, 

public school in a rural setting about 11.5 hours away from home. After one semester, Elaine knew 

she had not made the right decision, so she left the school and moved home. She enrolled at the 

receiving institution the next semester and has since switched her major from education to 

anthropology and geography. 

Jake 

 Jake is originally from Connecticut, and he was always encouraged by his parents to earn a 

four-year degree, similar to his older stepbrother. He initially pursued a four-year degree at a 

medium-sized, public institution about 45 minutes away from home where he played football, even 

though he had always considered going to the receiving institution. He grew up vacationing nearby, 

and he knew he liked the area, but he was reluctant to go there initially as it is about 12 hours from 

home. He decided the experience at the institution close to home was not for him, so after one year, 

he transferred. In his first semester at the receiving institution, Jake changed his major from 

undeclared to business management. 
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Jena 

 Jena grew up in Virginia, and with the support of both of her parents she decided to go to 

school initially at her mom’s alma mater. Growing up, she heard stories from her mom about how 

great the school was, so she knew she was interested in pursuing her postsecondary degree at the 

same small, private, liberal arts school in a rural setting. When the out-of-state school raised tuition 

again at the end of her sophomore year, she was at her breaking point after several other incidents 

had occurred, and she decided to transfer to another out-of-state school in a different state from the 

sending institution. Her younger brother had recently been accepted as a freshman at the receiving 

institution, and she had fond memories of the area growing up, so she decided to continue to pursue 

her degree in accounting there. 

Jessica 

 Jessica was raised in Elizabeth City, North Carolina, by her parents who both earned 

associate degrees; her mom is currently back in school seeking a bachelor’s degree. Her older sister 

has a cosmetology degree, and her older brother takes classes at the community college occasionally. 

Jessica drives herself to pursue her four-year degree as it was not something that was heavily pushed 

by her family members. She initially enrolled in classes as a sociology major at a small, private, liberal 

arts college in a rural setting, and she continues studying sociology at the receiving institution. 

Jessica’s sending and receiving institutions are both out-of-state, but they are located in different 

states. 

Julie 

 Julie was raised in New Jersey, in a household where going to college was the only option. 

Her mom has worked on Wall Street since she was a young adult, but neither of her parents went to 

a four-year school. Julie is the first in her immediate family to go to four-year school. She initially 

applied to nine schools and ultimately decided on a medium-sized, private school in a suburban area 
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with a forensic psychology degree program. In addition, the sending institution offered her more 

scholarship money than the other schools to which she was accepted. After being encouraged by 

one of her professors to pursue a career in journalism, Julie transferred to the receiving institution, 

which is also located out of state but in a different state from her sending institution.  

Katie 

 Katie grew up outside of Atlanta, Georgia, and graduated from high school in that area. She 

grew up in a family where the majority of her parents and older siblings have college degrees, and 

she was always determined to go to a postsecondary school. Katie initially decided to go to a 

medium-sized, public college in an urban setting close to her boyfriend at the time; the university is 

located in the same state as her hometown. She started as an early childhood education major, but 

when she transferred out of state to the receiving institution, she changed majors to undeclared and 

is now considering business management. 

Maddy 

 Maddy is from New Jersey, and she initially decided to go to school at a medium-sized, 

private, liberal arts college in a small city in Pennsylvania. Upon touring the campus, she fell in love 

with the small classroom atmosphere; the school was located just far enough from home where she 

felt like she would get the college experience but be able to visit her parents when she wanted. Her 

mom earned a bachelor’s degree, and her dad has his associate’s degree. Maddy initially majored in 

special education but switched to recreation and leisure while at the sending institution. Her parents 

pushed her to transfer after an incident occurred within her sorority during the spring semester of 

her sophomore year. At that point, she applied to two schools, which were also out of state, and 

ultimately decided to attend a school in the south with her best friend. She switched her major back 

to special education once she started classes at the receiving institution. 
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Morgan 

 Morgan grew up in a small town in South Carolina not far from the receiving institution, in a 

household where going to school was a goal shared by Morgan and her parents. Morgan’s parents 

both graduated with a technical degree; her older brother graduated from a four-year school, and 

while her sister started taking classes at a four-year school, she discontinued her education when she 

had a child. Seeing her sister drop out motivated Morgan to go to college and stick with it even 

more. She initially enrolled at a small, private, religiously affiliated school, and after one semester, 

she made a lateral transfer to a large, public college in a rural setting. After attending the large school 

for a year and a half, Morgan made a second lateral transfer to a school closer to home but within 

the same state. Morgan started off as a criminology major, switched to sociology upon making her 

first transfer, and she is sticking with sociology with a criminology focus at the receiving institution. 

Sierra 

 Sierra is from Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, and she is the second of two students who 

transferred from a medium-sized, public, liberal arts college in an urban setting in the same state as 

the receiving institution. She was drawn to the sending institution because of the location in a tourist 

city with the beach nearby; in addition, her boyfriend lived in the same city as the sending institution. 

Even though neither of her parents graduated from college, her two older sisters earned their 

master’s degrees, and Sierra’s only options were college or military. After an ugly breakup with her 

boyfriend, Sierra decided to transfer to the receiving institution, which is closer to home; she 

continues to major in marine science. 

Tron 

 Tron is from North Augusta, South Carolina, and he was initially drawn to the sending 

institution because his father went there. He liked the feel of campus, and he felt like going to a 

historically black college or university would be the right fit for him. His parents always pushed him 
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to go to college since they both have graduate degrees; not going to college was never an option for 

him. Once the school made national news with financial issues, Tron decided that he would transfer 

out since there was too much uncertainty about the school’s future. He transferred to the receiving 

institution, another in-state school, where he did not question the future of the university and could 

continue his studies in marketing. 

Whitney 

 Whitney was born and raised in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina. She is the youngest of six 

children, her mother is a teacher, and her father is a truck driver. Her mother, a Central American 

native, always pushed her to go to college and work hard. She initially decided to enroll at an in-state 

college about an hour from home; it is a medium-sized, public, liberal arts college in a rural setting. 

The college had her desired major of nursing and offered her the most scholarship money. 

However, after fighting for a few semesters to overcome a mental health issue, Whitney decided to 

transfer to a college closer to home where she could live with her parents. Upon transferring to the 

receiving institution, also an in-state school, she switched her major to public health since nursing 

was no longer offered. 

Will 

 Will is from Connecticut and comes from a strong educational foundation. College was not 

heavily discussed in high school; however, it was always implied that he would graduate from high 

school and then go off to college. He was initially interested in going into a culinary field, which led 

him to initially attend school at a well-known, medium-sized, private college in an urban setting; the 

school has a national reputation for its culinary programs. However, after taking a few classes and 

getting a better understanding of the demands of working in the culinary field, Will decided that was 

not the career choice for him. Upon transferring to the receiving institution, he initially majored in 

psychology but switched to business with the influence of his father. After taking accounting, he 
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decided business was not for him, so he changed majors again, and he is now majoring in 

intelligence and national security studies at an out-of-state institution about 12 hours away from 

home. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

RESULTS 

This phenomenological, qualitative study investigated the reasons lateral transfer students 

transition between four-year institutions. Using a combination of Tinto (1993) and Astin (1993) as 

the conceptual framework, I explored the background, social, and academic factors that contributed 

to a student’s decision to transfer. The overarching questions that guided the study were: Why do 

lateral transfer students depart one four-year institution and persist at another? How do students’ 

academic, social, and background factors influence their decision to depart or persist? 

In total, 18 students at the same receiving institution took part in two, 30- to 60-minute 

interviews. The first interview focused on the student’s background factors, as well as his or her 

experience at the sending institution. In the second interview, the participants were asked questions 

about their experiences at the receiving institution. The experiences in question were both social and 

academic in nature, and the protocols for both interviews can be viewed in Appendices D and E. 

This chapter discusses the data collected from the interviews and the emerging themes. The 

data is broken up into three themes that focus on the experiences of lateral transfer students and 

their reasons for transitioning: campus environment, campus interactions, major event occurrence. 

Campus Environment 

The environment of a college campus is made up of several different aspects, including 

location, physical attributes, and the people on the campus. In addition, the size of the school and 

type of institution will impact a student’s perception when they get on campus. Twelve participants 

in the study noted reasons related to the environment of their sending institution which led them to 

transfer. Fifteen students commented on the environment of the receiving institution as a 

motivating reason for them to apply or as something they enjoy about campus.  
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Overall Fit 

 The overall fit between a higher education institution and a student is defined by how well 

the two mesh. Since an institution is unlikely to make a significant culture change during a student’s 

time there, it is up to the student to determine if they can excel within the given framework. Does 

the student feel comfortable in the environment? Does the personality of the student fit with the 

culture? These are questions the student must consider when finding the right college. 

 Sending Institution. Five participants in the study described their sending institution as not 

being the right fit for them. Once the students matriculated at the institution, they did not feel like 

they fit into the campus culture, despite how they felt when they initially applied to the institution.  

When Ashley was determining which college she would go to, she thought she had found 

the perfect school for her. 

I felt comfortable when I was touring, and I was like, “I can definitely see myself spending 
four years here.” Things like that, I felt like I would fit in there. I thought I belonged there 
before I got there, but when I got there, I was like, “This is not my calling, not my scene. 
This is not where I am supposed to be.” 
 

For her, “it just did not feel right,” and high school friends at other colleges reinforced that feeling. 

Similarly, Brittany found that her sending institution primarily focused on the athletes. Even though 

the sending institution was the only school Elaine applied to, because she did not play a sport, once 

she arrived on campus, she “didn’t really feel like [she] was at home when [she] was at school.” She 

just “didn’t enjoy it.”  

Sierra also had a hard time fitting into the campus culture. “It is like a huge party school, so 

it was hard to avoid the partying, and that [was] not [her]. So, it was hard to make your own fun, 

because that is all anyone did. So, finding a group of people who didn’t party was difficult.” She 

eventually found peers with similar interests, and they made their own fun exploring and hanging 

out. Bernie found it difficult to fit into the campus culture, as “all people do at [the sending 
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institution] is smoke, drink, and act like it is not like a true college. It is like a high school.” He was 

able to navigate around that lifestyle for two years but ultimately decided to transfer. 

 Receiving Institution. Five of the participants noted how comfortable they felt at the 

receiving institution. Brittany described the campus has having a “chill vibe,” which she appreciated 

and wished she would have looked for when she was initially exploring schools. She regretted not 

taking a campus tour to determine if her sending institution was somewhere she could really feel 

comfortable. Ashley was also surprised by how comfortable she felt; she explained, “I would have 

never thought I would be this comfortable in college, ever. I thought that I would still be a little 

nervous but not here.” Elaine and Jake both attested their comfort level to having friends and 

exploring places. Elaine described: 

I feel comfortable here; I feel like I can go places here, and it is not just on campus, like I 
can go other places. I do have friends here; I didn’t have friends really at my last school. I 
don’t know, I like it here a lot better. It is not so hostile. It is a lot more open. 
 

Jake also mentioned that the receiving institution was “a home away from home.” The environment 

was similar to being at home since he knew people, could explore, and not be overwhelmed. After 

just two weeks, Tron felt at home at the receiving institution; he attributes this feeling to the “good 

vibe and energy” on campus. 

Jessica also mentioned the vibe on campus; she appreciated the “laid-back, chill vibe” of the 

campus and believed the “whole barefoot campus thing just sums it up.” In addition, she thought 

there was a good balance between the party, social life, and the academic life. While Elaine did not 

choose to partake in the party life, she enjoyed the “more relaxed” feel of campus where students do 

not “feel obligated to do anything,” and could “do whatever [they] want on this campus,” including 

joining lots of organizations. Unlike Jessica and Elaine, Will expected the receiving institution to be 

“more relaxed than it actually is.” He did not expect the professors to be as caring and concerned 
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for the students as they were. He found that he was just “happy” and “content with the lifestyle 

[there].” 

Some found that the receiving institution was a better match for their personality. Brittany 

found the receiving institution to be “more open, free.” She believed she could “go out, and [she] 

could do so much.” Compared to her sending institution, there was “always something here for [her] 

to do, so [she] just [took] advantage of that.” Likewise, Julie loved that “there is always something 

going on. [She is] a very adventurous person; [she] likes to do different things. [She] likes to meet 

new people and figure out things on [her] own, and [the receiving institution] allows [her] to do 

that.” In describing the receiving institution and herself, Julie stated that they are both “open and 

friendly and fun.” Diane used the same terms to describe herself and the receiving institution. Diane 

liked how the receiving institution “embraces independence.”  

For others, the environment of the receiving institution improved their overall well-being. 

Ashley stated, “Everything is just lifting me up, and nothing is bringing me down here.” Jena found 

that she is a lot happier at the receiving institution than at the sending institution. Because she was 

“so focused on all of things going on outside of the classroom” at her sending institution, she was 

not able to focus on her academics. At the receiving institution, she was “able to focus more on 

[her] classes and get the education [she] was looking for at [her] last school.” Similarly, Morgan felt 

less stressed at the receiving institution, and she was “not on edge all the time.” She surprised 

herself, noting that the receiving institution “fits [her] a lot better” than the sending institution. 

Maddy also surprised herself in finding “love” with the receiving institution. In a recent conversation 

with her boyfriend, Maddy was shocked at how she became “a school spirit person” who loved 

talking about how the school has “matured [her] and made [her] a more confident person.”  

Finally, six students in the study noted the atmosphere in general when discussing their 

experiences at the receiving institution. Brittany and Katie both felt like they were “part of 
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something bigger.” Brittany wanted to “take that opportunity to try something that [she] can be a 

part of and be great.” Katie saw herself as “one little piece” of the “big puzzle” that was the 

receiving institution. Her favorite part of receiving institution, like Jake, Julie, Maddy, and Sierra, was 

the environment. She stated, “Everyone is proud to be here. Everyone wants to be here. It makes it 

a much more enjoyable experience, so I guess just being part of that community is exciting for me.” 

Jake liked the growth and constant additions to the campus. Sierra also noted the set-up of the 

campus, enjoying not seeing “outside people coming in”; everyone who was on campus, unlike her 

prior urban campus, was either “a student or a teacher.”  

The overall fit between an institution and a student is a key factor of the campus 

environment. Students on campus must feel comfortable. If students do not feel like they fit, they 

are less likely to persist, regardless of the location of the school.  

Location of the Institution 

The location of the school was a factor for more than half of the participants in the study in 

initially going to their sending institution and transferring to the receiving institution. For 11 

students in the study, the location of the sending institution influenced their decision to select that 

college or university, but for four of them, it was also a factor in why they transferred out. In 

addition, 13 students selected the receiving institution because of its location and weather. 

 Sending Institution. For Ashley, Curtis, and Sierra, they were excited about living in a city 

and being able to experience that lifestyle. Unfortunately for Ashley, the city lifestyle ended up being 

a detriment. She “wasn’t comfortable” living in the city, because she was “terrified of everything, 

and [she was] very scared. So, [she] would never go out at night, because [she] was scared someone 

would jump [her].”  

 Elaine and Jessica selected their sending institutions because they were out of state. They 

wanted to get away from their hometown and experience a new place. Elaine “just did not want to 
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go in state, because it is where everyone else was going, and [she] wanted to be different, so [she] 

picked a really far away school.” Jessica was excited to “get away from [her] town. It is a really small 

town, and [she has] lived there [her] whole life. [She] knew everyone there and stuff like that. Just to 

experience something new.” They both wanted a change in scenery. 

 While Katie, Maddy, Tron, Jake, Will, and Whitney also wanted to get away from home, they 

did not want to go too far. They selected their sending institution because it was far enough from 

home but still close by. Katie’s parents are divorced, so she selected a school that was in between the 

two households. Maddy is “really close to [her] family, so [the sending institution] was two hours 

away. It wasn’t so far that [she] couldn’t go see them, but it was far enough where [she] wasn’t too 

close to home.” Since Tron did not have a car his freshman year, it was important for him to be 

close enough to home that his “parents could come and pick him up on the weekend” if he wanted 

to go home. For Jake, while he decided on the school because of its proximity to home, he was 

always ready to move south and experience the warmer weather and a new culture. Similarly, Will 

went to school close to home; however, the city ended up being a “scummy area” where he did not 

feel safe. Will felt he had to deal with “the sleazy landlord,” “the neighbors,” and “someone [got] 

shot literally right in front of [his] house.”  

 Julie and Brittany did not initially select schools based on location; however, location did 

impact their decision to transfer. Julie did not enjoy the weather or the lack of beach nearby, so she 

transferred to the receiving institution, which offered both. Brittany found the location of the 

campus to be confining. She expressed, “If you didn’t have a car, you were kind of just stuck on 

campus, and it wasn’t like there were places around, so it was really boring.”  

 Receiving Institution. The location of the receiving institution was a motivating factor for 

transferring there for 13 of the participants. Every student in the study who was from the local area 

transferred to the receiving institution, at least in part, because it was near home. Jena was the 
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exception to this since she is not a local student; however, she considered the local area to be her 

“second home.” She has fond childhood memories in the area, and it had “always been [her] home 

away from home.” Ashley was constantly home on the weekends, so she decided it would be best to 

transfer back. Morgan also spent a lot of time at home when the football team was not playing at her 

sending institution. When she decided to transfer, the receiving institution was the only school she 

applied to “because it is right here at home.”  

Three students decided on the receiving institution because they could live at home. Chris 

did not know much about the school when he applied, but for him, the location of the school was 

all that mattered, because he wanted to live at home to save money. Sierra also liked to save money 

by “being able to stay at home”; she also did not like being away from her family. Whitney found 

that living at home helped decrease her anxiety levels. She stated, “I am really happy I made the 

transfer; I didn’t think I was going to be as happy as much as I am. I think being at home and going 

home when I want to is a big factor.” The financial and mental stability that living at home provides 

is necessary for some students to be successful. 

 Four additional participants who were from within a two-hour driving distance or had some 

family or friends in the area noted location as being a motivating factor in applying to the receiving 

institution. Bernie and Diane were both from Charleston, South Carolina, and both noted not 

wanting to be too far or too close to home. Diane said, “I felt like the distance to home was 

perfect.” Elaine transferred to a school that is much closer to home, and she enjoys that. She 

explained, “I figured I kind of know where I am with Myrtle Beach right there, and it is still a new 

place. None of the kids I went to high school with go here, so I will have to meet new people. New 

beginning but still kind of close.” 

Like Elaine, Katie had to meet new people since she did not know anyone at the institution, 

but the comfort of having family nearby was what sold her on the school. Her grandparents lived in 
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the local area, “so having that little bit of support system” was very helpful in motivating her to 

apply. Jessica and Bernie both had friends close by which helped motivate them to apply. In 

addition, they were both “beach people,” and it was important for them to have the ocean nearby. 

 Jake and Will did not have family support in the local area; however, they noted location as 

being pivotal in their decision to apply. Jake would often visit the school during summer vacations, 

and he “always felt [he] loved it.” Now that he was a student, he “love[d] being away, like[d] the 

good weather, [and enjoyed] having the options of doing so many things.” For Will, he “always 

wanted to go down south.” He was looking at different options straight out of high school; 

however, his parents did not think it was a good idea. He initially followed their wishes, but when 

his sending institution did not work out for him, he fulfilled his desires and applied to schools in the 

South and “fell in love” with the receiving institution. 

Size and Type of Institution 

 Eleven participants in the study felt like the size and type of an institution contributed to 

whether or not the environment of the institution was the right place for them. Some, like Diane, 

enjoy the small school environment; however, others prefer to be at a school with a medium or large 

student body. All but two people in the study transferred to the receiving institution from a similar 

sized campus or smaller. Morgan transferred from a larger school to the receiving institution; 

however, she made an initial lateral transfer from a different school to the sending institution. One 

of the key factors in her making that initial transition was due to the size of the school, as well as the 

fact that it was a private, religiously affiliated school. She found the larger campus with more people 

at her sending institution to be a freeing experience for her. 

 In addition, Jake, Chris, and Curtis described the receiving institution’s campus as being 

small compared to what they were used to or what they expected. Jake believed the size and set-up 

of the receiving institution gave it a unique feel from other schools he had seen. “It is different from 
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other schools. Like, I have been to a couple of really big schools, like my friends went to huge 

schools, and I would definitely not be as comfortable as I am here. I know people when I walk by 

and see them. I like that a lot.”  

 Given that Chris never saw the campus before deciding to transfer, he thought it would be 

much larger than it was. He explained, “It’s still small. I thought coming here I was going to have 

like 100 people or 200 people in a lecture, but it is not like that. It is right around 30 kids, which I 

like.” Curtis knew coming in that the campus was going to be significantly smaller. Having 

transferred from a larger school, Curtis was pleased with his decision. He noted, “It was cool; it was 

the smaller environment I needed for my last few years of college, so it was something different.”  

 Brittany, Jessica, Sierra, Elaine, and Julie all like the larger-school feel. Brittany stated, “[The 

sending institution] was just so small, and it was smaller than my high school. So that was one thing, 

I didn’t feel like [the sending institution] was a college.” For her, the size of the institution was an 

important factor in making her experience feel different from high school. The size of the institution 

along with increased opportunities was a motivating factor for Jessica in applying to the receiving 

institution. She was excited for “a bigger atmosphere and football games. [They] only had one dining 

hall in [her] last school, so this has multiple dining halls.” Growing up in the area, Sierra thought the 

receiving institution was too small and considered it a community college. However, once she was a 

student there, she described the receiving institution as “not too big of a school to where it is 

overwhelming. It is an intimate campus where it is all together, but there is also so much to do 

outside of campus as well.” Similarly, Elaine liked how big the campus was while also enjoying the 

compact feel of it. Since the campus had “two highways that you have to keep within,” it made the 

big school feel like a “better atmosphere.” Julie noted, “Seeing the same people every day kind of 

got old, and I wanted to meet new people and see new customs and different traditions, so I wanted 

a fairly bigger school.” Like the other female participants who noted the size of the institution, Jena 
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also thought the campus was large; however, she had a different experience with it. She found that 

going to a large school felt strange sometimes. Jena explained, “It feels weird sometimes being 

around so many people, but I don’t see that as a problem. It’s just different.” Regardless of whether 

the participant transferred from a smaller or larger school, the experience of a new institution is 

always going to be different. Being able to adjust to the size of the institution is imperative if 

students want to be successful in their transition. 

Everyday Interactions with People on Campus 

 The people, including faculty, staff, and other students, at an institution can significantly 

impact a student’s experience there. A student’s perception of how they are treated by others will 

impact whether they feel welcomed, valued, and/or a part of the community. The everyday 

interactions students have impacts their perception of the campus environment.  

 Sending Institution. Bernie felt like the friendliness of the people at his sending institution 

was a positive and a negative. He stated, “It is too friendly to where like sometimes, like if I go into 

my room, someone will come knock on my door, and I can’t study. It is a lot.” Typically, people do 

not think about friendliness as leading to negative feelings, but for him, it was a deterrent. On the 

flip side, Maddy did not find people at her sending institution to be particularly friendly. She 

observed and noted, “No one wanted to be there. Everyone just disliked it.” When someone is 

surrounded by people who are not happy, it tends to bring down the overall mood of the 

environment. 

Further, Diane did not feel like she was treated with respect or as an adult upon arrival at her 

sending institution; she had a negative interaction with the financial aid office. 

I had some financial aid problems when I first got there, and so I would go talk to my 
financial aid adviser, and they were so rude. I understand that we are young, and we have to 
get used to being on our own, but if I show you respect then you should give it back. It was 
just the way they would talk to us like we were five years old. There was just no respect at all. 
 



 

75 

This interaction with the office frustrated Diane and made her feel like a child. A second negative 

interaction with them once she had decided to transfer reaffirmed her decision to transfer. Elaine, 

being from the south, found that going to school in the north was a culture shock. “I really just 

didn’t enjoy the students there. They didn’t give off a good vibe. No one would hold the door for 

you. No one would say thank you. If you sat alone at lunch, you were looked at really weird. My 

roommates were really terrible [also].” 

 Elaine never found her fit. She did not feel like she could connect with anyone. Jena also had 

roommate issues, in addition to concerns with how the college would handle various situations. 

According to her, the school “did not like anything to get out. If there was any issue, if someone was 

hurt or endangered, the school’s policy, they told everyone this, ‘Do not call police, call campus 

security. Keep it quiet, don’t let it get out.’” This mentality of keeping all issues and negative 

incidents secret was unsettling for her.  

 Katie felt like her cries for help were ignored by the college. After her experience of being 

sexually assaulted, she went to counseling services for support. She expressed to them, “I am being 

bullied. People are retaliating against me because of this and everything like that”; however, “no one 

did anything.” She found the lack of support to be a turnoff from the school itself.  

 Two of the students in the study experienced positive situations with the people on campus. 

Julie did not transfer because of the people; she noted the receiving institution “has great people, 

great programs, great teachers; they really want you to succeed. So, they always have office hours 

and stuff for you to come in.” Diane described the people on campus as “one big family.” Because 

the institution was “so tiny, you are in everybody’s face like every day and everybody knows 

everybody.” Diane appreciated the small community feel that a smaller institution provided her. 

 Receiving Institution. Friendliness and how helpful people were at the receiving institution 

was often mentioned. Will noted, “The people are always really, really nice down here. If you have 
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any questions, they will basically go out of their way to help you out. I haven’t met anyone that has 

been a dick to anyone, unlike my last school.” Ashley stated, “I feel like when I pass people, 

everyone smiles, and no one is looking at you weird. Everyone is just like oh hi, smiling at you.” 

Morgan had not come across anyone at the receiving institution “who isn’t welcoming.” She stated, 

“There are a lot of friendly people here, and I don’t feel like nervous when I have to go talk to 

people here. That probably is a part of the reason that this is home for me.” Elaine was also 

motivated to come to the receiving institution since it seemed like a “friendlier place,” and she had 

found that “people don’t seem as rude here.” In addition, she was surprised when “even students 

were pretty helpful at the beginning of the semester when [she] had no idea where [she] was going. 

[…] Just the people in general, if I have questions, most people are pretty willing to answer them.” 

Jake also liked that most people on campus at the receiving institution would “definitely help you 

and stuff, which you don’t see that a lot.” In addition to being able to connect more with his coach, 

Curtis appreciated how much “people really like [the receiving institution]; there is that enthusiasm.” 

In addition, he found “very friendly kind of people which obviously would want to help you if you 

need anything.” Whitney also mentioned the friendliness and openness of faculty and students as a 

reason she felt “part of the school.” She stated, “You get to know the professors really easily; you 

get to know the students really easy.” As a result, she was “so happy [she] transferred here.” 

 Diane was motivated to come to the receiving institution because “everyone here is so 

welcoming when you tour and then when you get here, they are still very welcoming.” Being 

“surrounded by positive people and really positive vibes” made it easier her to be away from home; 

however, she does miss the large family feel at her sending institution. Diane “feel[s] like there are 

small families, you just got to find where you fit in,” but she noted how it was more difficult at the 

larger school. Also noted was how the receiving institution was one big family. Jena noted that it is 

“where everyone is supportive of everyone, and it’s prideful.” She loved the support provided and 
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how helpful the staff was when she was making her transition. Jena stated, “I am someone who has 

a million and one questions, so [they were] able to answer all my questions and were really helpful 

when it came to trying to find a way to get here to tour the campus.” Julie could relate to Jena’s 

experience. “The people are very friendly and caring. […] I don’t have to stress about this, because if 

I do need them, they are there. And not just professors but people in the library will help you and 

any other kind of academic professional will be there to assist, even if they don’t know you.” 

In a similar sentiment, Katie said, “Even people you don’t know, if something were to 

happen, they would be here for you. We are all here for the same reason, and it is kind of like a 

united front in a way.” In addition, Katie found that everyone is “very welcoming and very happy to 

help you.” Brittany enjoyed being “part of a community” where everyone was “sharing the love.” 

Tron credited all the “great people” on campus for making the receiving institution the right 

fit for him. He thought it was “a good place to meet good, lifelong friends.” Similarly, Maddy found 

that not only was the receiving institution more “student-oriented,” but the student body was also 

more accepting of all students. The students at her sending institution were very cliquey. In class at 

the receiving institution, there were some other transfer students, some Greek women, and a few 

athletes, “so it is definitely a mixture of every population on campus, and we all come together really 

well.” Maddy jokingly credited the weather for the friendliness on campus. 

Growing up in the area, Sierra was apprehensive to come to the receiving institution; 

however, now that she was there, she found everyone at the receiving institution to be very relatable. 

As a result, she noted, “It is easy to just find something to talk about with someone new you meet.” 

In addition, the people who work for the institution “actually care about your education.” Likewise, 

Jessica appreciated how everyone at the receiving institution “cares about you,” “cares about their 

education,” “are super smart,” and “super active.” 
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 A campus environment impacts a student’s decision to depart or persist. While some of 

these factors are static, others can be changed by an institution. The location, size, and type of an 

institution are typically not quickly changeable, unless an institution’s strategic plan calls for growth 

or change. The overall fit and general interactions students encounter are impacted by a change in 

the campus culture. Shifts in campus culture often take time, but improving campus interactions 

with faculty, staff, and their peers has a marked impact on a student’s decision to depart or persist. 

Campus Interactions with Faculty, Staff, and Peers 

 In looking at why students depart one institution and persist at another, it is clear that their 

peer-to-peer social factors play a larger role than academic factors. More students noted social 

aspects as being important in shaping their experiences. According to Brittany,  

If you go and say, “I don’t know anybody, so I am going to stay in my room,” then that is 
defeating the purpose [of transferring], really. But, if you go out and join a club, or you go 
out and try to meet more people, then that is how you are going to get out and enjoy and do 
what you came for. You transferred so you can enjoy yourself. 
 

Based on the interviews with the students in the study, the primary social experiences students 

discussed were through clubs/organizations/activities, friend groups, and residence halls. 

Joining Clubs and Organizations 

One way for students to connect with peers is to join student organizations. Student 

involvement is often encouraged when students transition to an institution. Fourteen students in the 

study became involved with at least one activity or organization at either or both the sending and 

receiving institutions; however, the impact of their involvement varied between the two institutions.  

 Sending Institution. Two students believed that the clubs and organizations at the sending 

institution helped them with the transition to college. Club hockey helped Chris “through [his] 

freshman year a lot, because it got [him] to know people; it really helped that transition.” Tron was a 

member of Student Government Association and the committee in his freshman residence hall. As a 
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result of his membership in these organizations, he stated, “I got very acclimated.” Peer-to-peer 

organizations can help students find their niche at an institution. 

 For three other students in the study, their social involvement was a factor in their decision 

to persist at the institution. Morgan appreciated the social opportunities at her sending institution. 

She noted, “There was always somebody to see, always something to do. You just felt really 

included, and so, just the student life surrounding the campus was just really great and supportive.” 

Ashley found this same supportive environment in her sorority. She believed “that’s why [she] didn’t 

transfer first semester was because [her] big was like awesome. She helped [Ashley] a lot; she was 

literally like [Ashley’s] big sister. She was so nice, and she helped [Ashley’s] academics.” The support 

she found within her sorority was important in helping her persist during her second semester at the 

sending institution. Maddy was also in a sorority and spent most of her time with her sorority sisters. 

 Jessica’s involvement in Greek life was not as positive. She joined a sorority her freshman 

year and enjoyed the “community” feel; however, she found the girls to be “mean.” Ultimately, she 

dropped out, which led her to decide to transfer. Others mentioned Greek life as an opportunity to 

get involved, but none of them were interested in that type of involvement.  

 At Bernie’s sending institution, clubs and organizations were not a big thing; however, 

Bernie never felt without since “everybody knew everybody;” however, he would have liked to see 

the institution “provide more activities.” Diane shared a similar sentiment when discussing social 

opportunities, noting that there were “not a lot of things to keep students busy while being on 

campus. You know, like first-year students, most of us don’t have cars, so it would be nice to have 

more things on campus, but that didn’t happen.” As a result, Diane “would only leave [her] room to 

go to class and go eat. [She is] not a party person, so that was out of the question.” Likewise, Jake 

did not find his sending institution to be very engaging. He did make some friends through the 
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debate club that he was forced to join as a class assignment. Julie joined the planning club that 

coordinated campus-wide programs despite there not being much to do at her school. 

 Even though the majority of students in the study did get involved in at least one 

organization at their sending institution, most of them were disappointed with the offerings or were 

unable to find their niche. As Tron alluded, getting involved socially helps students get acclimated to 

a university; when they are unable to find somewhere to fit in, it is difficult for them to persist. The 

14 students who joined an organization at the receiving institution had a different experience. 

 Receiving Institution. Several students found a way to get involved on campus even 

though they all questioned, at one point or another, whether they could join an organization given 

their transfer student status. In addition to the tennis team, Curtis joined three honor societies at the 

receiving institution, but was disappointed that he could not join a prestigious business organization 

as he did not feel he would be considered as a transfer student. Julie loved immersing herself into 

the community at the receiving institution. She joined the Hammock Club and decided to start a 

new campus organization after attending the organization fair. While she considered going through 

recruitment to be part of a sorority, she was a little hesitant, “because [she felt] like they only take 

freshmen, because that is commonly how it works.” Generally, she felt welcome at all the events on 

campus. Katie also considered rushing a sorority. 

I want to rush, but I mean, because I am a transfer student, I am older, first off. I think I am 
technically classified as a sophomore, but I am almost 21 years old. So, I am older, and I just 
know that a lot of the Greek life likes the younger girls because you get to experience more, 
and it is a longer time that you get to spend time with them. 
 

Katie did not have any complaints about finding things to do on campus as there was always 

something going on. Morgan also found value in stepping “outside of [her] comfort zone.” By doing 

so, she was able to take part in “so many different opportunities.” The one quandary was whether to 

try to join a sorority. She claimed, “I definitely wanted to do that. That is one of the first things I 
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looked into here when I was transferring”; however, like Julie and Katie, she questioned whether she 

was too old to gain the benefits of joining. 

 All of the other participants became engaged with at least one extracurricular activity or 

organization on campus. Whitney found that “getting involved with the organizations did help [her] 

with the social transitioning.” She stated, “It is not hard to find something you are interested in, 

because you have so many organizations.” She got actively involved with one organization on 

campus, and she considered joining three others, including a sorority.  

 Jena did not actively seek out an organization to join on campus; however, she received 

emails encouraging her to join two different leadership-focused societies, and she took advantage of 

those opportunities. She said, “I guess it just kind of pulls me from out of my timidness and makes 

me have to actually put myself out there which I really like, because I won’t do that by myself.” As a 

result, she had “met some really great people.” Like Jena, Maddy did not seek out the opportunities 

she found for engagement. Once Maddy went on an alternative winter break trip to Give Kids the 

World at her mom’s encouragement, she “finally realized that people [at the receiving institution] 

had the same interest in doing stuff like that.” From there, she applied for a Transfer Ambassador 

leadership position, and enjoyed being able to “make a difference in that to people who were like me 

and were close-minded.” Maddy’s lack of involvement her first semester “was [her] biggest downfall 

on why [she] was so unhappy.” If she had to give advice to any incoming transfer student, it would 

be to get involved. 

Sierra got “way more involved” than she did at the sending institution. She “joined FCA 

again” and was an active participant. In addition, she enjoyed walking around the organization fair 

and seeing the variety of organizations on campus. Sierra took part in the student football tailgates in 

order to meet more people; she stated, “I definitely meet a lot of people there, because everyone is 
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there. That has been fun. I like how there is a lot of school spirit.” At her sending institution, she did 

not remember anyone being passionate about the school in that way. 

Tron was hesitant to get involved, because a part of him “was still missing [his] last 

university and the friends [he] made there.” He attended the Multicultural Mixer, where multicultural 

organizations perform various acts; this event intrigued him because it was similar to events held at 

his sending institution. He asked his roommates to attend Bingo Night with him, but none were 

interested because most of the attendees were freshmen. Once Tron applied to be a Transfer 

Ambassador, he had a different outlook on the receiving institution and enjoyed his experience a lot 

more. 

 Jake tried to get actively involved in the campus community. He initially joined two 

organizations and “made some friends through it”; however, he decided not to stick with either one. 

He then joined an intramural beach volleyball team in order to do something that is “pretty cool.” 

Like Jake, rather than joining an organization, Will became engaged with intramural sports year-

round. He considered joining a club and believed he will do so, but has not found the right fit yet. 

 Even though a few lateral transfer students in the study were hesitant to join organizations 

or clubs at the receiving institution, particularly those Greek in nature, because of their status as 

transfer students, the majority of students felt that getting involved outside of the classroom was a 

value-add to their experience. By getting involved, participants were able to get connected to the 

receiving institution and find peers with similar interests. 

Friend Group 

 Making friends in college can be a very trying process for some. Ashley stated, “You go from 

four years of knowing everybody and having a ton of friends to nothing.” If a student is unable to 

find a network of social connections, they will likely transfer out of the institution. 
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 Sending Institution. The students who mentioned friend groups at their sending institution 

found those connections in various ways. For the students involved in Greek life, they attributed 

their friendships to those organizations. Five other students made friends in class or had friends who 

went to the sending institution. For others, it was their status as an athlete or cadet that led them to 

finding friends. Finally, orientation and the experience of living in the residence hall community led 

others to find social connections.  

Greek organizations serve as a social network. Ashley primarily hung out with women in her 

pledge class and her big sister. Jessica “realized that all of [her] friends were in the sorority, so [she] 

didn’t really have any friends anymore” once she dropped out of the chapter. Maddy found that 

“everyone in Greek life was kind of just friends with each other,” so she “didn’t have any friends 

outside of [her] sorority.” She made friends with three women in her residence hall, but they ended 

up joining the same chapter as her. Maddy explained, “If they didn’t [join the same sorority], then I 

probably would have been friends with different people.” For the three women who are members of 

Greek organizations, they connected through the sisterhood that was created for them. 

Students spend many hours in class each week, so it is only natural for them to make social 

connections with their peers in the classroom. Ashley was in a small acting class, so they all became 

friends and would “hang out outside of class.” The classroom was the hub of building social 

relationships for Jena. She met most of her friends in the classroom or by working on group projects 

outside of class. She and her boyfriend, who she met at orientation, formed “this big group of goofy 

people. We still talk to them a lot, and they are pretty great.” Jessica’s sending institution had a 

cohort model where the students in each orientation group also took two classes together. As a 

result of being together so often, they formed friendships. 

For two students in the study, Sierra and Will, there is no place like home, and they selected 

their college based on where friends from high school were going. Sierra lived with one of her best 
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friends growing up. She was in her “comfort zone,” so they spent a lot of time together. Will’s 

friend asked him about the school once he had gotten in and decided to go with him. 

 Since Morgan was an introvert, she found it difficult to “meet new people” at her initial 

four-year institution. A friend from high school was supposed to go with her but changed her mind. 

She made her first lateral transfer as a result of the lack of social connections at the school. 

All of my friends were [at the sending institution]. Out of nowhere, it just suddenly felt like 
home to me, even though it wasn’t my school. That is when I realized that this is where I 
should be. So, immediately, two months into the semester, I am filling out my applications 
and sending off transcripts and getting all that figured out. 
 

Once she was at the sending institution, she “spent a lot of time exclusively with [her] friends from 

high school.” All but one of them transferred out after spring semester, so during her sophomore 

year, she got really close with people she had met through her high school friends before they left. If 

she had any down time, she would spend that time with them. 

 The purpose of orientation programs is to help students in their transition to the school, so 

they typically include at least one social aspect. Bernie was able to make connections at orientation, 

and those relationships continued during his time at the sending institution. Brittany also connected 

with two girls at orientation who were roommates. The friendship between the three of them did 

not last, because “they just got real catty,” so Brittany ended up pulling away from them. Katie made 

her group of friends during a week-long orientation program. The students “had to do mandatory 

fun things. So, it was like we started those relationships then.” That group of friends ended up being 

her immediate support network. Tron also met some “real cool people” at orientation. His first 

friendships developed at orientation, and he continued to make friends throughout his freshman 

year. In thinking back on that time, he believed that “it taught [him] how to make friends, because 

going to [the sending institution], [he] knew one other girl that went to [his] high school. So, it 

taught [him] how to be more social and make friends.” 
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Because of the military culture at Chris’ sending institution, he was taught to “rely on your 

classmates.” Chris said, “It was like that freshmen year since you are all going through the same 

thing, bonds are formed like crazy.” He ended up creating lasting friendships with a few guys in his 

company who he remains in touch with today, despite them being spread out across the country. 

All of the individuals in Curtis’ friend group were also on the tennis team. Curtis recalled, 

“Eight of them spoke Spanish, so again, that was very cool. Obviously, I tried to meet new people 

outside the tennis team itself, but you know, at the beginning, it’s very difficult.” When Curtis was 

not in class, he was training for tennis, so it was a natural progression to form close relationships 

with his teammates. Like Curtis, Jake made the majority of his friends through playing football. He 

“liked the idea of being on a football team and stuff and having guys hanging out.” The relationships 

he formed on the football team made his experience at the sending institution a positive one. 

Receiving Institution. All of the students in the study expressed various levels of 

contentment about friend groups at the receiving institution. For seven participants, they have found 

connecting with new people on campus difficult. Four students primarily stuck with their pre-

established friend groups that they had in high school or at their previous institution. The other 

seven participants were satisfied with the friends they had made. 

 Bernie was motivated to go to the receiving institution, at least in part, because he knew 

some other students from high school; however, he found making new friends difficult and rarely 

saw his high school friends. While he missed that experience since he was a social person, he 

decided to “just put that off” in order to focus on his academics during his first semester. Because of 

Jena’s past experiences with friendships, she was very guarded and had not “made too many 

friends.” She was “slowing investing,” but it had been “harder for [her] to break into [those] 

groups.” 
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 Like Jena, “it is kind of a slow process” for Elaine to make new friends. She made two 

friends through her “crazy roommate,” and she was good friends with her other roommate. Even 

though Elaine was “not good with people in general,” she did find the receiving institution to be 

“not so hostile” and “more open.” As a result, she made more friends than she did at the sending 

institution. Julie also found that making new friends was a slow process. She claimed, “It is a little 

harder for a transfer to meet new people,” since most transfer students know other people when 

they get to campus. The only person she knew was her best friend from her sending institution who 

transferred with her. Julie tried to expand her friend group by going to various events on campus, 

both those specifically for transfer students and ones designed for the whole student body. Luckily, 

she met one girl who was also a transfer student and made a lot a friends through her. Julie 

exclaimed, “I know that I am not stuck; I am finding my way and getting there, slowly but surely.” 

 Chris was primarily focused on getting in and getting out of school; however, in his second 

year at the receiving institution, he started to develop some friendships with people in his classes. 

When asked what he had done to get acclimated to the new environment, he noted, “I guess the 

whole acclimation thing is just trying to meet new people [and] form friendships.” Likewise, Jessica 

and Katie also found it difficult to get acclimated. Jessica claimed, “Depending on how easily you 

make friends and how much you like to go out” impacts a student’s ability to create new 

relationships. Katie did not “have a ton of friends on campus.” She had her roommates and had met 

a few people through classes, and they all “get along really great,” but she wished she had more 

friends at the receiving institution. 

 Some students primarily focused on pre-existing friendships rather than making new ones. 

The new friendships they formed are through on-campus employment or friends of their existing 

relationships. Since coming to the receiving institution, Ashley made a few new friends through an 

on-campus job; however, she primarily hung out with people she knew from high school. The 
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hardest part of transitioning to the receiving institution for Brittany was making friends. While she 

made a few new friends, she primarily hung out with people she already knew, including her 

boyfriend. When asked what she would do to continue to persist at the receiving institution, Brittany 

responded, “Keep getting out and trying to interact with different people.” Sierra primarily stuck 

with the friends she made at the sending institution who transferred to the receiving institution with 

her. They all lived on campus, so even though Sierra lived at home with her parents, she spent most 

of her time with her friends at their apartment. Morgan also made new friends through friends who 

started at the receiving institution as freshmen. One of the motivating reasons Morgan transferred to 

the receiving institution was to be with her “close friend group” and boyfriend again. With 

transferring back home, she initially “thought [she] was going to be really bored [at the receiving 

institution], but it really isn’t. [She sees] all [her] friends now.” She also made new friends through 

her high school friends who already went to school at the receiving institution. 

 Similar to Morgan, Maddy was eventually able to establish her friend group through a friend. 

Initially, Maddy regretted her decision to transfer to the receiving institution, because she was having 

a difficult time finding friends. Since she transferred to the receiving institution with her best friend, 

it was difficult for her to step outside of her comfort zone since she was not a freshman. 

I feel like, not that you are awkward, but you do not necessarily know how to make new 
friends. I never really had to. In high school, you already had your friends. And then when 
you went to college, freshman year, it is very easy, because everyone wants to make new 
friends. When you transfer, people already have their friends, so it is hard. 
 

It was not until the end of her first semester that she finally developed a friend group. Maddy and 

her best friend started to hang out with another transfer student who was in some of Maddy’s 

classes. She had other friends who started at the receiving institution as freshmen, so they connected 

and created a large group of friends. When asked what she loved most about the school, she 

responded, “I have a really great group of friends and my boyfriend.” 
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Like Maddy and Morgan, Will created a social network on campus by connecting with 

friends of a friend. He and his roommate became good friends by living together, and his roommate 

already had friends on campus. Will found that while “the education is all well and good, it is really 

the experience you get with your friends that really makes your time [at the receiving institution].” In 

comparison to his friends at his sending institution, he enjoyed that his friends at the receiving 

institution are more interested in participating in physical activity than “smoking pot or drinking.” 

 Even though Jake did know “about five or six kids that went to high school with [him],” he 

did not rely on those friendships; he developed new relationships in classes, the dining halls, and at 

the gym. He was diligent about making small talk with new people. For Jake, the friendships he 

made are a driving force of what helps him persist at the receiving institution. Since going to the 

receiving institution, Curtis found that his “social life has improved dramatically.” He became 

friends with a broader group of people, and he encouraged others to meet new people, too. 

 Since she went to the receiving institution not knowing many people, Diane had to find new 

ways of meeting people, including striking up conversations with people on campus as she walked 

around. Diane had to push herself to “get out of [her] comfort zone and get into [her] current zone 

and mingle with other people” in order to make friendships. Even though Whitney had a small 

number of friends “here and there,” she was content with her social life. She had a job working at 

the local hospital, and she found that a lot of people “do things that [she] can’t do” because of her 

job. 

Tron initially applied to the receiving institution because he knew people who already went 

there and had plans of transferring with one of his friends. His friend changed his mind, but Tron 

decided to try it out anyway. He was thankful to have friends as first-year roommates, because he 

would have been lost without them. As his first year continued, he got “well accustomed” through 

the friends he made and appreciated learning to “be more social with all the other people,” not just 
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people of his own race. Because of his social connections and the leadership position he took to 

help other transfer students transition, he decided to persist. 

Lateral transfer students make friends and create social connections in a variety of ways. 

While some students thrive when they are surrounded by a lot of friends, others do better with just a 

handful. For many transfer students, making those connections can be difficult. It is crucial that 

institutions provide opportunities and encourage students to make peer-to-peer connections, 

whether it be at orientation, in the residence halls, or somewhere in between. 

Experiences in the Residence Halls 

Residence halls are not just a place for students to sleep, but they also serve as a location for 

social connections to be made. All of the students in the study lived on campus at their sending 

institution, and 12 participants lived on campus when arriving at the receiving institution. The 

receiving institution had a policy requiring all freshmen and sophomores to live on campus, unless 

their home residence was within 50 miles of campus. Of the six students who did not live on 

campus, five of them were from the local area. Chris, Sierra, and Whitney live at home with their 

parents. Ashley and Morgan’s parents lived in the local area, but the students lived off campus with 

friends from high school. Jena’s boyfriend from her sending institution moved with her, and they 

lived together at an off-campus apartment. 

 Sending Institution. While eight students in the study found the residence hall to be a 

place where they could make friends, seven participants did not enjoy the experience of living on 

campus. Maddy suggested that making friends in the residence hall “just kind of happened from 

being so close to each other. [They] all shared the same bathroom.” Diane made the majority of her 

friends in her residence hall. She easily became friends with her suitemate, and then she met a couple 

of girls who lived in her building; “[they] would get together and go do lunch and make it study 
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time.” Brittany was friends with her roommate, who was not enjoying her college experience, so 

they bonded over that. Julie was a social butterfly at her sending institution.  

There were a few people that weren’t in my building that I hung out with, but mostly people 
in my building, because it snowed a lot. So, if I wanted to hang out with my friends, I would 
just go to one of the common rooms. I kind of tried to be friends with everybody, especially 
people who seemed like they felt out of place … I know how that feels. 
 

Julie made friends at the library and in the dining hall, as well. She did not like being alone, and she 

did not like to see others being alone, either. If she saw someone eating or sitting by themselves, she 

would invite them over to sit with her. Katie was “really close with the people around [her], so those 

were [the] people that [she] hung out with.” Despite Sierra and Will having close relationships with 

friends from high school, they both found additional friends in the residence hall. Sierra and her 

roommate became friends with their suitemates and the girls who lived across the hall. All of them 

transferred to the receiving institution at the end of their freshman year. Will ended up living the 

following year with friends he met in the residence hall. Most of Whitney’s friends were her 

roommates from freshman year, although she also met some people in classes. 

 Unfortunately, the residence hall did not always serve as a hub of social connections; instead, 

living in the residence hall resulted in some tough situations. Because of the issues which arose, 

Ashley and Jena moved out of their room mid-semester, Elaine switched after one semester, and 

Brittany, Diane, and Morgan dealt with being uncomfortable in their room for the full academic 

year. 

 Because Jessica had a single room, she was able to avoid the roommate issues that other 

participants in the study mentioned. Her resident adviser was “really cool,” because “she didn’t really 

care what [they] did.” Unfortunately though, her living conditions did not meet her standards.  

We had communal bathrooms that were like gross. Some of the other halls were grosser. 
The showers were so small. There were only three showers, and only one of them worked 
good. I remember in November and December a lot when it was really, really cold, the hot 
water just stopped working, so it was like so cold. One week, I didn’t take a shower. 
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Despite the living conditions, her residence hall room turned into a social gathering space for her. 

Similarly, Whitney, Curtis, and Will also spent a lot of their downtime hanging out in the residence 

hall. Whitney and her roommates would “sit in the living room and talk and do girl stuff.”  

 Receiving Institution. Chris’ parents live in the local area, so in order to save money, he 

decided to live with them. While he did not regret the choice he made, he said, “I would feel a lot 

more acclimated if I lived on campus.” Between living off campus and having an off-campus job, he 

did not “do a lot of things” at the receiving institution. Unlike Chris, Morgan did not feel like she 

was missing out on campus life by not living on campus. She stated, “I feel like I have already 

experienced dorm life, so I really enjoy the freedom that I have living off campus, and I don’t think 

I miss out on anything, because it is literally 10 minutes away.” Diane pointed out three times during 

her interview how she wished she lived in main campus housing as opposed to University Place 

(University Housing apartments located a half-mile from campus). Diane loved her apartment-

mates, but she thought she would “probably be involved a little bit more” if she lived on main 

campus. “[She] feels like [she is] kind of sectioned off from everybody, so [she] just [goes] back there 

and [doesn’t] get back to campus sometimes. [She] wishes some transfers could live on campus, 

because it will help them get involved more. That would be a big help.” Similar to Diane, if Julie 

would have known that making social connections was going to be difficult, she would have 

preferred to live in main campus housing; however, the four friends Julie did have were made 

through her building at University Place. 

 Elaine’s apartment-mate situation started off very positive like Diane’s and Julie’s, but it 

unfortunately deteriorated over the course of the semester. In the beginning, Elaine got along “really 

well with the women.” About two months into the semester, one of her two roommates started to 

become “crazy,” and their relationship fell apart. As a result, Elaine requested an emergency move 

out. When asked about her least favorite part of the receiving institution, Elaine responded, “That I 
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have to live with crazy people. I am not really here for drama; I am here for school. And when 

drama at home in my apartment starts to affect my schoolwork, then it becomes a problem.” Unlike 

Elaine, living in University Place was Jake’s favorite part of the receiving institution. During his first 

year, he “loved it. [He] thought it was really nice and was really comfortable.” In fact, he decided to 

live on campus during his junior year as well, because he became friends with some students who 

were sophomores and unable to move off campus. Will and Tron also lived on campus a second 

year. Will decided to do so because he got his own room. Because Tron liked it so much, he decided 

to stay on campus even though his first-year roommates, who he became close friends with, decided 

to move off campus. In addition, Tron compared the living conditions of his sending institution to 

the receiving institution. 

One thing I definitely enjoy about [the receiving institution] is the living area, like my 
residence hall, apartment-style. It was way different than my first two residence halls at [the 
sending institution]. Just with the size of the bedrooms; they are a lot more bigger. UP is 
really nice. It is amazing that is considered housing that you pay with your tuition. 
 

Similarly, Maddy liked living on campus during her first year at the receiving institution because of 

how nice the apartments were comparatively. Katie and Jessica had no complaints about living on 

campus or their roommates. Katie describes her roommates as “some of [her] best friends.” 

 In a given week, most full-time undergraduate students have approximately 153 hours of 

time spent outside the classroom. Many students will spend the majority of that time inside their 

residence hall. Therefore, this location lends itself to engaging students and helping them persist at 

the institution. Students who have negative experiences are more likely to depart the institution. On 

the flip side, positive experiences may lead students to stay connected and continue living in the 

halls. 

In-Class Experiences 

 In-class experiences are the interactions that happen between students and faculty members 

during scheduled class time. The in-class experiences of the participants in the study varied from 
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challenging to positive. While Sierra noted her in-class experience as a primary reason for her 

transfer, Chris decided that he would have positive and negative experiences with faculty members 

regardless of the institution. 

 Sending Institution. Ashley found some of her classes to be challenging at the sending 

institution because of how the professors tested the students, as well as the class size. For her larger 

classes, Ashley expressed, “It was really hard to actually talk to the professor and get help, because 

there are so many kids.” In Curtis’ larger classes, he made an effort to stick out from his classmates. 

Even with hundreds of other students in the class, he made sure his professors knew he was trying, 

“and they loved that.” Because of the small class sizes, Diane “was able to get really close with [her] 

professors. […] She was able to talk to them; [they] knew each other’s names, so that made [the 

classroom experience] a whole lot better.” Diane believed because of their close relationship, “they 

were very lenient, and they kind of let you slide. […] my hand was still being held.” 

Unlike Diane, Maddy found that the “classroom atmosphere [at the sending institution] just 

wasn’t what [she] wanted.” The classes were very small and a lot more difficult. She “would have like 

10 assignments due a week whereas [at the receiving institution, she] will have like two or three a 

week. So, it was definitely a lot more demanding.” While Sierra enjoyed the small size of some of her 

classes, she did not feel like the professors were good teachers. “They, like all of my professors, were 

super into their own research. You could tell they were professors because they were getting funding 

for research and not because they liked to teach. So, it was kind of frustrating sitting in them.” For 

tests, all questions came directly from the textbook and not what was taught in class; in-class 

material focused on the professor’s research. Her primary issue with the school was the professors. 

Morgan did not find the classes at her initial institution to be “very challenging, and [she] lost 

interest. [She] lost focus.” While she excelled in terms of grades, she was not enjoying the 

coursework. When she transferred to the sending institution, four of her first five classes were in her 
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major. She stated, “I was really nervous at first, but once I got into the swing of it, I just really 

enjoyed it. It was so much fun; it was more fun than I thought it would be.” Similar to Morgan’s 

experience, Bernie felt like he was not getting the education he needed to be prepared for jobs after 

college. The professors at his sending institution would “let you slide by too easily.”  

Overall, Elaine’s in-class experiences were positive. She enjoyed her classes, but had an issue 

with one tenured faculty member. The professor did not provide a syllabus with dates or grade any 

of the assignments which the students submitted. Once the students started complaining, she then 

began to post grades; however, it did not change how she treated the students. The rest of her 

professors “were pretty good,” including the one who advised her to drop her math class since 

Elaine was not doing well on the assignments. Tron enjoyed his classes and found them to be pretty 

easy because of the professors’ willingness to assist students during class time. He suggested, “We 

could just raise our hand in the middle of class, and they would come right over and help you with 

this or that.” The professors were driven to help students succeed. 

Once Julie changed her major to communication, she decided that the sending institution 

was not the best option for her.  

Academically, I knew that there was a better program than the one at [the sending 
institution], because they weren’t really a communication school; they were a business 
school. So, I knew there was a better program. They didn’t have a journalism concentration, 
and that is what I was looking to do, so I definitely wanted to transfer for that. 
 

Similarly, Will’s in-class experiences as a culinary major led him to change his career path. Jessica did 

not like that there was “only one professor that was that major.” The college would also bring in a 

lot of adjunct faculty members from other nearby universities, so it was difficult to build 

relationships with them. Katie also wanted to have a better relationship with the faculty members; 

however, she found that “unless you worked on campus or you did some kind of research with a 

professor; you had no relationship with them.” 
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Receiving Institution. Thirteen participants in the study detailed positive interactions with 

faculty at the receiving institution. While the students did not always enjoy the classes or how the 

professor taught, they spoke positively about their interactions with them.  

Since the receiving institution is larger, Bernie did not expect faculty members to know him 

in class; he was shocked some of them knew his name. Ashley enjoyed how comfortable she felt in 

all of her classes. She noted that she had not had a bad professor in her first year. She explained, “I 

feel like my professors are always available. I think that is big, because you are here to learn. You can 

access your professors. I feel like I go to class, and I actually learn. It is not so much about I have to 

know this just for a test. I am actually learning things for my future.” Jake also hadn’t “had a bad 

teacher yet.” Jena appreciated one faculty member for taking the time to help her understand 

material which should have been covered at her sending institution. Jena stated, “I went to her after 

class, and she has worked with me every step of the way, from getting out of that class and just 

going to study sessions and going to her office hours.” Rather than looking at her as a failure, they 

spent time helping her get caught up. Morgan’s professor pushed her to succeed by requiring the 

students to get involved and partake in activities outside the classroom. Morgan reflected on those 

experiences and stated, “I don’t find it tiring or boring. It is like I want to go do them, and I feel like 

that is another way I get involved, because I see more people that I know.” In addition, her faculty 

members “have really helped [her] to want to do school, which is something [she] never thought she 

would say.” Because of the smaller class sizes, Morgan no longer felt like just a number at the 

receiving institution. Katie found a greater level of trust in the faculty at the receiving institution 

because of their prior experiences. She stated, “They all have real-world experience. I can actually 

trust what you are saying, not because you read it out of a book and think you are more well-versed 

than I am but because you have actually experienced it.” Tron and Whitney both suggested students 

get to know their professors. Tron, like Morgan, did not feel like a number in the classroom, because 
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his professors “made an attempt to try and connect.” Will’s perception of the receiving institution 

being a party school was invalidated because of his faculty interactions. He explained, “I realized 

how well the professors actually treat you; they actually listen to you. They will say like your personal 

experience makes you have different views on everything. They respect that. They will make good 

comments out of it.” Also, Maddy’s favorite part about the receiving institution was her professors.  

They are all really awesome and really care about us. They are concerned to make sure we do 
well. I can’t go a day without getting an email from one of them reminding us to do an 
assignment or turn in something, which is really awesome, because they actually understand 
that we are not just students, and that we have other things going on. 
 

The faculty members’ caring personality and genuine concern about student success helped Maddy 

find more professors she loved in one year than she did at her sending institution in two years. 

Even though Elaine and Julie did not always enjoy all of their professors’ teaching and 

grading styles, they still liked them. Elaine claimed they are “really nice people [who are…] super 

helpful when [she is] kind of confused on stuff.” She also felt comfortable enough with one of her 

professors to discuss her negative roommate situation after she was late for class due to an argument 

one day; she liked how “chill” her professors were. Julie noted the desire of her faculty members to 

help students succeed inside and outside the classroom. 

Out-of-Class Experiences with Faculty and Academic Advisers 

 The out-of-class experiences with faculty and academic advisers are any interaction a student 

has with a professional staff member regarding academic excellence. For example, when a student 

seeks assistance from a faculty member during their office hours, the student is seeking an out-of-

class experience. In addition, interactions between students and their academic adviser to determine 

their class schedule for the upcoming semester would fall under this theme.  

 Sending Institution. Some of the best out-of-class experiences Ashley had were with her 

acting class professor. “She was to this day one of the best professors I have had. I could go to her 

for anything, like it didn’t matter what it was: academic-wise, personal; it was just an open floor.” 
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Unfortunately, all of Ashley’s experiences were not like this; she did not find her academic adviser at 

the sending institution to be helpful. Bernie would go to his professors’ offices during office hours 

to seek academic assistance; however, they were not always helpful. He stated, “Sometimes, they 

don’t help. They tell me to come with questions, but I sometimes don’t understand the whole 

concept of what they taught.” While Brittany did not have any close, personal relationships with any 

of her faculty members, she did feel comfortable contacting most of them, either through email or 

during their office hours. Brittany did have one professor who “was just horrible. [Brittany thinks] 

she was horrible for everybody, so it wasn’t just [her].” Chris did not speak very favorably about the 

faculty members at his sending institution. He stated, “Some of them I absolutely despise; they were 

horrendous. They wouldn’t help you one bit. And then, others they would rely on that whole 

military thing and like threaten you with punishments and stuff, which they aren’t supposed to do.” 

On the flip side, Curtis worked hard to establish positive relationships with his professors outside 

the classroom. He “went to their office a lot of times to get some extra help, to talk to them … and 

tried to learn from them, and they really liked that.” As a result, he “never had any issues with any of 

the professors.” In fact, Curtis still occasionally emailed his former professors to check in. 

Diane initially thought the staff at her sending institution were going to be very supportive 

and helpful. Her academic adviser traveled to her hometown and took her and others out for lunch 

and dinner prior to classes beginning. The adviser gave them her phone number and checked in 

throughout the summer. However, when classes started, she “would text her and ask her simple 

questions, and she would never reply. When [Diane] would see her on campus, she wouldn’t speak 

or anything.” There was a shift in the dynamics of their relationship, and Diane did not like it. 

Unlike Diane, Elaine found her professors to be helpful outside of the classes. 

I had an astronomy teacher; she was probably the best teacher. I actually talked to her a little 
bit about it, and she said she felt really bad that I was leaving the school, but she would let 
me put her down on my resume as a recommendation, so she was really nice. She was really 
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helpful too, because I was struggling with the math part of astronomy. She helped tutor me, 
and she gave me someone to do homework with. So, she was really helpful. 
 

Jake also found that his professors were “willing to do what you need to get better.” Jena also liked 

her professors and advisers; she had great relationships with them since the school was small. She 

had two advisers who “not only helped [her] with [her] education in different aspects, but if [she] 

was ever having any issue at all, they said just call them and they would figure something out.” 

Even though one of Jessica’s professors did not know her name on the last day of class, she 

did build a strong relationship with another faculty member who “was at the school all the time.” 

Julie also got close with her academic adviser. She stated, “I had a good relationship with them, and 

if I needed help, I would go to them. It is all about respect, so if you respect them, they respect you, 

and things will go smoothly.” The only faculty member who Julie had a strong, more personal, 

relationship with was her English professor. After Julie submitted her first paper, the English 

professor pushed Julie to do more. She had a lot of confidence in Julie’s writing abilities and 

suggested she pursue a different major. Katie did not find the faculty members at her sending 

institution to be welcoming outside of class. She mentioned, “Of course, they always say, you can 

come see me after class, but then you go, and it is like you are a nuisance. That was definitely a 

negative.” Luckily, two advisers did support her during the time she was there, but “that was the 

only support [she] ever got from the school.” 

Maddy did not feel like the faculty members were “interested in us on a personal level” at 

her sending institution. She was close with one faculty member, who still keeps in contact with her. 

Morgan “learned the importance of connecting with your professors just because they are not out to 

get you.” Even though she knew this, she still had positive and negative experiences. “Some of my 

professors, it was just like any time of day, I could text them or email them or go to their office and 

chit chat; but some professors, it was their way or the highway.”  
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Sierra’s older sisters encouraged her to seek out relationships with faculty members outside 

of class since it “gave you connections for later on.” Sierra followed their advice and went to their 

office hours often. While it was occasionally awkward to ask a question since there were typically a 

lot of other students there too, she did find it beneficial to seek assistance outside of class. In the 

end, Sierra would have liked to have “a more intimate relationship with professors.” Tron found his 

professors very open to students, regularly reminding students that they would be in their office if 

additional assistance was needed. In addition, the college had a student retention center where 

students could to seek help. He expressed, “A lot of those professors would teach their class and 

then come right back over to the student retention room and help if you went over there. So that 

was really cool.” Whitney also found the faculty at her sending institution to be very helpful. Even 

though she “never felt a personal connection to them,” she did have a strong relationship with one 

of them. “One, in particular, I was close with. She was my physiology teacher. We had a really good 

relationship, because I don’t know. I just click with certain people, and she was just one of those 

people. She was more invested in her students. She really wanted them to succeed.” 

Will did not have any personal relationships with his professors; however, he did seek their 

assistance outside of class. In particular, Will would go to his nutrition professor’s office hours for 

assistance in creating menus for class, “because it was very difficult.” 

 Receiving Institution. Seventeen students in the study commented on taking advantage of 

faculty member’s office hours or working closely with an academic adviser at the receiving 

institution. Julie noted both types of interactions helped her get acclimated to the academic 

environment. Julie loved her academic adviser and met with him often. Since she did not test well, 

she tried to “get as much help outside of class,” so she often attended her professors’ office hours. 

Bernie took advantage of the office hour opportunities provided to him, and he was 

surprised the one-on-one opportunities existed for him at a larger institution. “The teachers are 
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helpful; coming here, I thought that I wouldn’t have the one-on-one with my teachers, but I can just 

go to their office during office hours and get some help. I thought coming to a bigger school that I 

would have to learn on my own.” Bernie’s professors pushed him to do better in the classroom. Like 

Bernie, Brittany also quickly found out she was not alone on her academic journey. She explained 

how she had “no reason to fail,” because her professors “have office hours, and they are willing to 

help.” Jake worked with his English professor to submit his papers early in order to have her review 

them for content and grammar; he appreciated her helpfulness. Similar to Jake, Whitney was a self-

identified nerd, so she completed her assignments early and then met with her professors. Her 

professors’ offices were “a place where they are open to you. They are open to help you, open to dig 

deep to see who you are so they can open up resources to help you figure out who you are.” Katie 

found that her professors “make themselves very available, and it is very comfortable to go and 

approach them, because they are real people. They don’t think they are better than anyone else. They 

are here to help.” Her professors reminded students often about the opportunity to attend office 

hours, and Katie took advantage of their willingness to help. Similarly, Will was not a stranger in his 

professors’ offices. While he appreciated some of their teaching styles during those visits more than 

others, “they have all helped [him] out a lot.” Jena sought assistance during office hours as well, and 

Curtis stated, “I can talk to [my professors] about anything when it comes to my classes. […] I think 

that is why I am doing so well, because they are always willing to talk to you and adjust things.” 

While eight of the students in the study had interactions regarding academics with their faculty 

members during office hours, eight others experienced those interactions with an academic adviser.  

Those who did not take advantage of formal office-hour opportunities provided to them all 

noted positive interactions with their academic advisers. Elaine spoke to her advising team a lot to 

make sure she was on track with her classes. Diane appreciated that “you have your own adviser that 

will help you.” Morgan sought the help of her academic adviser when she felt like she was 
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struggling; he helped clear up her confusion about next steps in the registration process. Sierra’s 

adviser kept in regular contact with her about upcoming deadlines. Tron met with his academic 

adviser to make sure he was enrolled in the appropriate classes; however, he regretted not going to 

his professors’ office hours. When asked why he did not take advantage, he stated, “I just didn’t go, 

because I never did that at [my sending institution]. I still had the same mindset.” Based on his past 

experiences, he did not see the value in it until after the fact.  

The academic interactions a student has with faculty members and academic advisers outside 

of the formal classroom environment play a role in a student’s overall perception of an institution. 

When a student believes their faculty members care about them and their success, they are more 

likely to be satisfied with their education. In addition, academic advisers not only serve to assist 

students in selecting their class schedule each semester, they may also serve as a mentor and 

counselor to help a student manage their out-of-class concerns. 

Major Event Occurrence 

Of the 18 participants, 10 of them discussed a major event which happened to them and led 

them to decide to transfer out of their sending institution based on their first interview. All of these 

incidents were defined as such from the participant’s perspective. For Chris, Curtis, Katie, Maddy, 

Tron, and Whitney, the major event was the sole reason discussed as to why they transferred. Elaine, 

Jena, Jessica, and Sierra also dealt with a major event; however, it was not the only reason they noted 

for transferring.  

Incidents at the Sending University/College 

Five of the students in the study transferred out because of an incident that occurred. Jessica 

was already considering transferring out of her sending institution when she got into some trouble 

with the school. Someone reported to the administration that she was drinking underage. The 

administrators called her in, questioned her about the situation, and she admitted her mistake, 
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receiving community service hours as her penalty; however, she thought the situation was handled in 

an “unprofessional” manner. An administrator stated that she had a reputation of a “party girl,” and 

she did not find that comment to be appropriate. 

In Tron’s case, he did not get in any trouble with the school; however, the school’s financial 

future was in jeopardy, and the sending institution announced that they were going to be closing. 

Since Tron was actively involved with student government, he was privy to additional information.  

We met regularly with a new financial adviser. The way he was setting up the school for the 
next three years did not seem like it was going to be good. He was saying, “Yeah, we want all 
you guys to stay, but we are going to have to make a lot of cuts.” I am like, okay, do I really 
want to be in college where I am going to be plagued with a lot of cuts and not going to a 
school that is, you know, is not going through that, but going to a school that is going 
through that, do I really want to spend this money? Well, I had a full scholarship, but do I 
want to go somewhere, but it is not going to be what I thought it was going to be?  
 

With his education in jeopardy, Tron decided “it would be easier to transition [his] sophomore year 

than [his] junior year or senior year.” Tron was also concerned about safety on and around campus. 

Over winter break, his residence hall was broken into, and he and a majority of students were 

robbed. He would often hear gunshots at off-campus parties. So, by the end of his first year, Tron 

was asking himself, “Do I really want to be here at a school that might struggle and might not do 

well and is violent?” Ultimately, he decided the answer was no. 

Jena questioned whether the investment she was making was worth it or not. During Jena’s 

two years at her sending institution, she was faced with two roommate issues and a fight involving 

her friends that led to them getting in trouble despite the incident not being their fault. Even with 

those three incidents, Jena was trying to persist, because she always dreamed of graduating from her 

mom’s alma mater. Despite “a lot of bad things” happening at her sending institution, her “breaking 

point happened when they said they were raising tuition again.” At that point, she decided, “I wasn’t 

receiving a $40,000 education, and I was miserable, and it just wasn’t worth staying there anymore.” 

Jena transferred to another institution where tuition is approximately $15,000 less per year. 
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Two of the five students dealt with situations involving hazing allegations. During the spring 

semester of Chris’ sophomore year at his sending institution, he and “86 other people were falsely 

accused of hazing.” Chris went to a military school and held a leadership position within his 

company. One of his duties was writing up individuals when they did not follow the rules or orders. 

For minor infractions, he chose to forego the paperwork and instead would have them do push-ups 

or squats. It was an immediate consequence for their actions. Because of this, Chris was charged 

with hazing, and he faced a decision of what to do next. 

I put blood, sweat, and tears, literally, into that school, so I went to the only man I could 
trust, and that was my dad. And I said, “They are going to kick me out, I can’t finish classes, 
and I can still get a little bit of money back if I leave now.” So, my friends and I just decided 
that it would be more financially right if we just left now, so we all withdrew. 
 

Chris withdrew from his sending institution in the middle of the semester in order to recover some 

tuition money. He moved back home with his dad and stepmom, found a job, and applied to the 

receiving institution for the upcoming fall semester. 

Maddy also found herself involved in a hazing incident. She was actively involved in a 

sorority chapter at her sending institution. During her sophomore year, the chapter “got caught 

hazing.” She noted, “It wasn’t everyone, like it wasn’t the sorority as a whole; it was just a few 

members.” Her parents “kind of freaked out, and they were like, ‘You are leaving’” and wanted her 

to “get a fresh start somewhere else.” If the hazing incident had not occurred and Maddy’s parents 

did not force her to transfer, she thought she would have stayed at that school. 

Personal Relationships 

 For five other participants, personal relationships impacted their decision to persist. For one 

student, the personal relationship was within herself, while the others split evenly between 

relationships with individuals outside and inside the sending institution. Regardless of where the 

relationship took place, it ultimately led to the five participants transferring. 
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 Elaine and Sierra both dealt with relationship breakups during their freshman year which 

indirectly led to them transferring. During Elaine’s first semester, she and her long-distance 

boyfriend broke up. Elaine looked for support at her sending institution, but it was nowhere to be 

found. She wanted to be home with her friends, but they were all 12 hours away. This and other 

events triggered Elaine to leave after just one semester. 

Sierra saw a similar set of factors lead to her transfer, one of them being a relationship 

breakup. Sierra initially enrolled at the sending institution because her boyfriend lived in the same 

city as the school. He was the driving reason for her deciding to enroll there, so when they broke up 

“nothing was keeping [her] there.”  

Curtis’ relationship with the coaching staff at his sending institution led to his decision to 

transfer; he is an NCAA tennis player who suffered a wrist injury during his sophomore year. He 

ended up needing surgery, and initially, the coaching staff was supportive of him. 

So, at the beginning they said, “Okay, we will do whatever the doctor will tell you to do.” 
But then, the first time I was able to step on the tennis court, it was like after six months; I 
had to take six months off. They pressured me into coming back even like two weeks to play 
for them, and the doctor didn’t want, and I didn’t want, my family didn’t want me to play. I 
said, “I will just follow whatever the doctor’s advice are.” At that point, they prohibited me 
to train with the team, and they were disrespectful. I was not able to enter the facility 
anymore, and you know, I was also disrespected, literally abused physically by one of the 
coaches, so you know, it was a tough situation. Plus, the athletic department didn’t do 
anything. I was actually representing the tennis team in the athletic department, everybody 
knew I was a good student, and but still, they didn’t do anything. They protected the 
coaches, and I didn’t want to take it any further, especially after they granted me the release 
to leave. 

Because of the disrespect and abuse by the coaching staff, Curtis sought a transfer to another school 

where he could continue to play tennis in a supportive environment. 

Katie also felt a lack of support from her sending institution when she “got sexually 

assaulted there. They did an investigation; they did a Title IX investigation and did nothing about it. 

They said the student code of conduct was not violated when it was clearly violated.” The alleged 

perpetrator was in a pre-med program and on the fast track to becoming a doctor. After this 
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occurred in January of her freshman year, she considered transferring, but her grades had dropped 

after the incident, so she could not get in anywhere else. Katie tried to “prove herself” as a student 

by going back for her sophomore year but being on campus was too much to bear. She withdrew 

and started researching other institutions where she could continue her education. 

Similar to Katie, Whitney found that being at her sending institution was overwhelming. 

Whitney suffers from a mental health disorder and being away from her family for college made it 

spike more than normal. She stated, “It was really mentally bad for me. I wasn’t okay; I really have 

bad anxiety. It was really bad. Lost a lot of weight. Threw up a lot. It was really terrible for me.” She 

sought counseling and medical treatment for the disorder; however, nothing seemed to help. 

Whitney was able to persist for three years until doctors prescribed medications which had negative 

side effects; she noted, “It scared my mom; it scared me. I had to go after that. It was really affecting 

my health, mentally. I needed to do that for me, so I did.” The situation occurred late in the spring 

semester, so she was able to finish out the semester before transferring out and moving back home. 

In conclusion, more than half of the students in the study dealt with a major event 

occurrence which, at least in part, led to them to transfer to another institution. The circumstances 

they faced could not be overcome, and they felt a strong need to depart to a new campus. 

Conclusion 

A student’s decision to depart or persist at an institution is influenced by three factors: major 

event occurrence, campus environment, and campus interactions. If a major event occurs during a 

student’s experience at an institution, they are likely to depart the institution unless given adequate 

support. Next, if a student does not believe they fit into the campus environment, they are less likely 

to persist. Finally, the interactions a student has with their peers, faculty, and staff on campus play a 

major role in a student’s decision to persist. Chapter Six will detail why these results are important 

and how they align with this study’s conceptual framework.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 The purpose of this study was to understand why lateral transfer students transition between 

four-year higher education institutions and how academic, social, and background factors impact 

their decision to persist or depart. This phenomenological study was carried out by holding two 30- 

to 60-minute interviews with 18 participants. Each participant was a lateral transfer student who 

transferred from different four-year institutions to the same receiving four-year institution; only two 

participants in the study transferred from the same sending institution. Nine of the participants 

transferred one year prior to the study being conducted; the other nine enrolled in classes at the 

receiving institution within one month of the first interview being held. After transcribing the 

interviews with those participants, I determined three themes which answered the research 

questions: a major event occurrence led lateral transfer students to depart, and the campus 

environment and social interactions played a role in the departure and persistence choice. 

 In order to further explore these emergent themes, this chapter is broken down into five 

sections. First, I will provide a brief summary of the study. Then, I will connect current research and 

the conceptual framework to the results of the study. Next, I discuss the practical implications for 

practitioners in higher education, as well as the limitations of the study. Finally, I suggest directions 

for future research. 

Summary of the Study 

The essence of a lateral transfer student’s transition experience was better understood by 

conducting this phenomenological study. Since few studies have researched lateral transfer students 

(Bahr, 2009; Goldrick-Rab & Pfeffer, 2009; Jacobs, 2004; Li, 2010), this research helps fill the gap 

which will inform university policymakers, faculty, and staff about programs and services needed to 

help retain this population of students. In addition, the majority of studies which do exist are 
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quantitative in nature (Luo, Williams, & Vieweg, 2007; Monroe, 2006). In order to understand the 

phenomenon of transferring between four-year institutions and how academic, social, and 

background factors impact that decision, two research questions were developed: Why do lateral 

transfer students depart one four-year institution and persist at another? How do students’ academic, 

social, and background factors influence their decision to depart or persist? 

This qualitative study’s data were collected over a six-month period, with the majority of first 

and second interviews taking place two months apart. Depending on a student’s schedule, response 

time to email and text communication, and inclement weather, some of the first and second 

interviews took place three months apart. The two semi-structured interviews with each participant 

lasted between 30 and 60 minutes each. All of the questions on the first and second interview 

protocols, seen in Appendix D and E, were asked; however, the order of the questions depended on 

the participants’ responses. This approach allowed the participants to share their experiences in the 

way they felt most comfortable doing so. In order to show interest in participating in the study, 

participants were asked to complete an online demographic survey (see Appendix A). The first 

interview primarily focused on the sending institution and their reasons for departure. In the second 

interview, participants were asked about their transition and acclimation processes with the receiving 

institution, as well as their reasons for intent/decision to persist at the receiving institution.  

Once the interviews were completed, I transcribed the 36 interviews and analyzed the data 

using NVivo 11. The major event occurrence and environment themes stood out based on the 

number of participants who discussed these in their interviews. The third theme, campus 

interactions, is a broad theme, as all students in the study discussed interacting with others on 

campus; however, the nature of those interactions, whether they be social, academic, or peer-to-peer, 

varied. Chapter Five outlined the data which supports each of these themes. The following 
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discussion explores these themes more in depth as they relate to current research and the conceptual 

framework which was introduced in Chapter One. 

Discussion 

As a result of completing the horizonalizing and imaginative variation stages of this 

phenomenological research, I determined that lateral transfer students transition between four-year 

institutions for a variety of reasons; however, they fall into three primary themes: major event 

occurrence at the sending institution and campus environment and campus interactions at the 

sending and/or receiving institution. The term in which the student matriculated at the receiving 

institution did not influence the experiences of the participants and had no impact on the 

determination of the themes. Each of these themes answers the first research question of why 

students depart one four-year institution and transfer to another. Within the findings for the campus 

interactions theme, the answer to how academic, social, and background factors impact departure 

and persistence is addressed. While all three factors impact a student’s decision, the social factors are 

referenced more often than the academic and background factors. 

The first research question explored why students transfer between traditional four-year 

institutions. I was interested in learning more about why students would depart one baccalaureate 

degree-offering institution in order to pursue the same degree type at another institution. The 

majority of students in the study did not transfer for a different academic degree program; only five 

students in this study switched their major after matriculating at the receiving institution, and only 

one of those transferred in part because of a new degree program. Consistent with Herzog (2005), 

13 students in the study decided to transfer after just one year, which is typical of departure 

behavior. The participants in the study identified three primary reasons for departing the sending 

institution and matriculating and persisting at the receiving institution: major event occurrence at the 
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sending institution, campus environment, and/or campus interactions at either or both the sending 

and receiving institution.  

Major Event Occurrence at the Sending Institution 

After conducting first round interviews with students who had been at the receiving 

institution for one year, it became clear that major events were a primary reason for transition 

between four-year institutions. While some students, like Katie, were willing to share their story right 

away without even being asked, it took some probing for others to open up.  

It is important for stakeholders at higher education institutions to recognize that major 

events will push students to depart unless they feel appropriately supported by the institution. 

Unfortunately, not all events are avoidable, but appropriate education should reduce the occurrence 

of such events. Higher education institutions are required by Title IX to educate students about 

sexual assault reporting; however, there are other major events which students may face, and they 

are never educated about. Education about how to handle an array of issues and necessary support 

services need to be in place in order to assist in times of need. For example, in Katie’s situation, the 

college or university cannot control the perpetrator’s actions; however, with appropriate education 

ahead of time, all students would receive information about consent, bystander intervention, and 

potential consequences. While this may not stop the event from happening, all parties involved 

would at least have a better understanding of potential outcomes. In addition, the school is able to 

educate Katie and other students in a similar situation about the support services available to them 

before and after the case is closed. Further, realistic expectations of the results of the conduct case 

would be created with an in-depth pre-education. Katie was under the impression that her 

perpetrator would be held accountable under the school’s code of conduct based on conversations 

she had with school officials, so she did not pursue criminal charges. By the time the conduct case 
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was closed, she felt it was too late to pursue another case and did not feel supported by the 

institution, even when she was being bullied on campus. 

Further, of the nine students who noted a major event occurrence as a reason for their 

departure, eight of them dealt with situations which were social in nature. Since most college 

students matriculate at institutions as adults, institutions may not consider the need to teach them 

how to appropriately handle social situations. Many of the incoming students have grown up in a 

community with the same people, and they know who their friends are and how to navigate 

relationships with those who they may not like. People’s reputations follow them and are well-

known by others in the community. Given this feeling of comfort with those around them, they may 

not have considered the intricacies of appropriate social behavior or how to navigate new 

relationships. So, even though students are entering higher education as adults, higher education 

institutions should teach them and support them when they run into social roadblocks. Stakeholders 

at four-year institutions are encouraged to create a campus environment which encourages mutual 

respect and understanding.  

Campus Environment 

According to NSSE (2014), “Transfer students … may experience fewer disadvantages if the 

right environment and structures are in place. These results suggest that institutional culture, policy, 

and practices can make a difference in the quality of the student experience.” Higher education 

institutions need to create an environment where students feel comfortable and know they will 

thrive and succeed in reaching their goal of graduation. Twelve students in this study were motivated 

to attend college in order to have better life. In order to help them make that dream come true, 

faculty, staff, and policymakers should create a campus environment which is conducive to learning 

and maturing. Since some aspects of the campus environment are fixed, it is critical that campus 

stakeholders invest in the aspects which can be influenced. 
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NSSE (2005) noted that one of the most common reasons students transfer is because of 

location. The location of the receiving and/or sending institution influenced nearly all of the 

participants’ decision to depart their sending institution, apply to the receiving institution, and/or 

persist there. Even though faculty, staff, and policymakers cannot change the locations of their 

institutions, it is important for them to note the importance of this factor in recruiting and retaining 

students. As a result, it is critical that they are transparent about what the local area has to offer the 

students at that institution and what is accessible for them. For example, Brittany’s sending 

institution was located in an area which many people would associate with there being lots to do; 

however, the institution did not offer transportation to any of those attractions, so she felt confined 

to the school where there were limited activities in which to participate. If she had known she would 

be unable to enjoy the local area, she may have opted to attend another institution. 

In order to meet the needs of students worldwide, different sizes and types of higher 

education institutions exist. The mission and strategic plan of a higher education institution drives 

the type and size. Some institutions, such as the receiving institution in this study, have a goal to 

increase in size; however, that change takes place over several years, and it is not something that can 

change right away to serve the needs of a few students. Rather, prospective students should be 

encouraged to critically think about their needs and determine the right size and type for them. It 

took Morgan two lateral transfers to find the right type and size of institution for her. She initially 

enrolled at a small, private, religious-affiliated institution, but she decided it was too small, and she 

did not care for the religious focus. Further, she felt like she was missing out on her idea of the 

college experience. She then transferred to a large, public institution where she lost focus on her 

academics because of the abundant social opportunities and large class sizes. She transferred to a 

medium, public institution, and she has found that it is the perfect type and size for her to thrive. 
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The size and type of an institution play a role in how a student describes the overall fit for 

himself or herself; however, it is primarily an internal feeling for each student. While faculty, staff, 

and policymakers can try to work with the student to help them adjust, the size and type will remain 

unchanged. A student has to determine for himself or herself if the institution is the right fit based 

on their values, interests, and hobbies. Prospective students should be encouraged by high school 

teachers and guidance counselors to seek out this information prior to applying in order to reduce 

the chance of student departure or transfer. While student-institution fit will not be fully explored 

until the student is on campus, a prospective student can at least make sure the school offers 

academic programs and activities in which he or she is interested.  

The two aspects of the campus environment that can be influenced by faculty, staff, and 

policymakers are the culture of the personnel on campus and the environment they create. 

Beginning with the hiring process, university personnel should make sure they are selecting people 

who will act in the best interest of the students. They should be friendly and willing to put in the 

work to create a student-centered environment. A higher education institution is like a business, so 

university policymakers, faculty, and staff need to treat the students as the customers. Without the 

customers, the business will face closure; therefore, university stakeholders ought to ensure that the 

students are being treated like a customer who a business wants to keep coming back. With this 

mentality, higher education institutions will retain more students and be able to help them persist 

toward graduation. Braxton et al. (2014) found that “students who perceive through the actions of 

organizational agents—administrators, faculty, and staff––that commitment to the welfare of 

students represents an abiding concern of their college or university develop a stronger subsequent 

level of commitment to their institution” (p. 116). The individual interactions students have with 

university stakeholders impacts their decisions to depart or persist. 
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Campus Interactions with Faculty, Staff, and Peers 

According to Braxton et al. (2014), “Social integration, in turn, positively affects subsequent 

institutional commitment […] the greater the level of subsequent commitment to the institution, the 

greater the likelihood of student persistence in college” (p. 83).  All of the students in the study 

noted that their campus interactions played a role in their decision to depart their sending institution 

and/or persist at the receiving institution. The social interactions which students have enable them 

to learn, be challenged, mature, and ultimately lead them to earning their degrees. While some 

students may not choose to partake in the extracurricular activities offered, all students have social 

interactions on campus; at least I have never met a student who has graduated without interacting 

with at least one person on campus. The interactions could be with others their age through clubs 

and organizations, making friends, or in the residence halls. They could also be with peers in the 

classroom, faculty members, or academic advisers. Regardless of who these individuals are, all of 

these encounters impact a student’s perception of the institution and influence the decision to 

persist or depart (Schreiner, Noel, Anderson, & Cantwell, 2011). 

Even the students in the study whom I would classify as introverts had a desire to make 

connections with their peers and develop friendships. For lateral transfer students, this can be one 

of the more difficult tasks since many students at the receiving institution have already developed 

friend groups in the previous semesters. In order to assist lateral transfer students in overcoming 

this hurdle, personnel at higher education institutions are encouraged  provide social opportunities 

for interaction with peers and/or professional staff; these interactions can be formal or informal in 

nature.  

Peer-to-Peer Interactions. Peer-to-peer interactions impact a student’s social development 

in college. As a result, these types of interactions influence one’s ability to adjust to a new 

environment and success in the classroom (Steedly, Schwartz, Levin, & Luke, 2011). Both of these 
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factors influence persistence at an institution according to Astin (1993) and Tinto (1993). In fact, 

Braxton et al. (2014) added social interactions to the modified residential campus model, because 

they are significant in the experiences of students on primarily residential campuses, such as the 

receiving institution in this study. If a student is unable to develop socially and connect with the 

environment, they are more likely to depart the institution.  

Like all students, lateral transfer students have opportunities to interact with their peers in a 

variety of contexts; however, given their unique previous experiences, lateral transfer students may 

feel more inclined to participate in transfer student-only opportunities, such as a transfer student 

club, residence hall community, or social events in order to find peers with that common experience. 

At the receiving institution in this study, the majority of students are native, and many of them build 

their friend groups during their freshman year through first-year experience courses, residence halls, 

or clubs and organizations. Lateral transfer students have had that same experience at their sending 

institution, so starting the process all over again and trying to break into existing groups can be 

difficult and daunting; thus, university personnel should create opportunities for new students to 

connect with each other through, including but not limited to, organizations developed specifically 

for them, living-learning communities, and classes. Without these opportunities for peer-to-peer 

interaction, the lateral transfer student may depart another four-year institution.  

Out-of-Class Experiences with Faculty and Academic Advisers. Many higher education 

institutions require their students to meet with an academic adviser to discuss course registration for 

the next semester. This person is there to help students and ensure that they are taking the right 

classes to reach graduation in a timely manner. In addition, at the receiving institution, faculty 

members serve as academic advisers to most upperclassmen, and all of them are required to hold 

office hours in order to support students’ academic achievement. A faculty member’s willingness to 

get to know students and educate them in a smaller, more personal setting speaks to an interest in 
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helping them achieve academically. This extra support also shows students how much they and their 

education are valued by the institution. 

Impact of Academic and Background on Departure and Persistence 

Based on Tinto (1993) and Astin (1993), the conceptual framework for this study was 

composed of three major aspects: academic, background, and social factors. It was believed that all 

three of these factors influenced a lateral transfer student’s decision to depart or persist at an 

institution. After conducting 36 interviews, I found that social factors heavily influenced the 

decision, as previously discussed. Academic factors were less influential, and a student’s background 

factors played little to no part in the decision to depart or persist for the lateral transfer students in 

this study. 

Influence of Academic Factors. Tinto (1993) and Astin (1993) suggest academic factors 

impact a student’s decision to depart or persist at an institution. The aspects which make up the 

academic factors are, including but not limited to, academic performance, experiences inside the 

classroom, major decision, and interactions with faculty outside of the classroom. Only two of the 

18 students in the study departed their sending institution for academic reasons. Julie transferred to 

the receiving institution in order to pursue a major which was not offered at her sending institution. 

A faculty member at the sending institution encouraged her to pursue a degree in journalism as a 

result of a class she took her freshman year. Morgan made two lateral transfers, and the second one 

was made because of her poor academic performance at the sending institution. She had a state 

offered, merit-based scholarship, but because of her grades, she lost funding. She transferred to a 

school in her hometown in order to save money and refocus on her academics. In terms of 

experiences with faculty inside and outside of the classroom, there was a mixture of positive, 

negative, and neutral responses. No student in the study identified an interaction with faculty as a 

reason for transferring out or persisting. 
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Influence of Background Factors. In an online exit survey conducted with 250 

undergraduate students who departed the receiving institution, personal reasons were the most 

commonly noted reasons for departure (C. Mee, personal communication, December 7, 2017). 

According to Raisman (2008), “If students leave for personal reasons, neither the college nor the 

individual are really accountable for some failure in the department, school or our so-called systems” 

(p. 116); however, in this study, personal reasons or background factors did not have an impact on 

the participants’ decisions to depart or persist.  

In terms of the educational attainment of family members, four participants have parents 

who both earned college degrees, eight had one parent who earned a degree, and for six of the 

students, neither parent earned a college degree. All but three of the participants had supportive 

families in their decision to attend college, and none of them noted family members encouraging 

them to depart their sending institution. Financial need was a factor for just one of the participants 

in her decision to depart her second sending institution. Since all of the students in the study had 

already attended another four-year institution, they and their family members already had an idea of 

what to expect financially, and they were continuing to pursue the same type of degree. The 

background factors were less impactful since the changes the participants were making were 

primarily related to the institutions and their experiences there; they had previously decided to 

pursue baccalaureate degrees. 

Implications 

 From analyzing the themes of the research, three implications for faculty, staff, and 

policymakers emerged. First, lateral transfer students have a desire to make social connections at the 

receiving institution, so there is a need for social programming. Next, an inviting environment needs 

to be created to welcome and help the students become acclimated. Finally, services ought to exist 
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and be readily available to ensure lateral transfer students feel supported. All three of these work 

together to assist lateral transfer students in persisting to graduation.  

Create Opportunities for Social Connections 

 While the motivation to attend college for most students is about the academics and getting 

a job (Raisman, 2008), there are many additional aspects for students to learn while they are there. 

Learning for students can take place inside and outside the classroom, and it is important for faculty, 

staff, and policymakers to ensure there are learning opportunities available everywhere. One of those 

out of the classroom learning opportunities can occur with social programming. In a recent survey 

of 262 students who did not return to the receiving institution in the study, 24.05 percent noted they 

were dissatisfied with the social life on campus, and 22.52 percent selected that they were dissatisfied 

with the quality of interactions with other students (C. Mee, personal communication, December 7, 

2016). All students who participated in this study noted the importance of making social 

connections with peers, faculty, and/or staff. Social programming, especially at the time of 

transition, should be implemented to ensure students make social connections.  

 Social Opportunities for Transfers Only. For lateral transfer students, transfer student- 

specific programming should be created and implemented as a way to connect students with a like 

experience. Most universities hold welcome week programming for their new students; however, 

transfer students may not feel like this programming was developed for them since it is primarily 

advertised to freshmen. Staff who oversee welcome week programming should create transfer- 

specific events during the week, as well as continued programming for them throughout the first 

semester. For the events which are held, university staff members can invite different constituent 

groups, such as faculty, upper level administrators, community members, and student organizations 

to interact with the transfer students. By doing so, transfer students will not only be interacting with 



 

118 

each other, but they will also have the opportunity to socialize and make connections with other 

stakeholders. 

The Office of New Student and Family Programs at the receiving institution hosted transfer 

student specific events each year. Prior to Fall 2016, they had hosted one event per semester; Fall 

2016 was the first time they hosted one event per month. Of the eighteen students in the study, 

fourteen of them mentioned the transfer student events as a way that the receiving university tried to 

assist them in their social transition. Five of the participants attended at least one of the events, and 

they were able to make social connections while they were there. Two of the five created lasting 

friendships at the event, but the other three did not follow up with the individuals they talked with 

while they were there. Despite never following up with the person, Whitney appreciated the effort of 

“people try[ing] to reach out and say, ‘Hey, you are a transfer, but you are still a student here.’” 

 Nine of the fourteen students who mentioned the transfer events did not attend any of the 

events; however, they shared a similar sentiment to Whitney. Sierra stated, 

There have definitely been a lot of opportunities that I have not taken advantage of. They 
are there, so if you are having issues transferring or something, I get like an email once a 
week about a new activity for transfer students, and I think that is pretty cool. If I was 
having issues like fitting in, I could meet other transfer students who are going through the 
same stuff. I think they make it very easy.  
 

The nine participants appreciated the effort of the receiving institution in trying to get them 

connected; however, they decided not to attend for various reasons. Four of the nine students in the 

study did not attend because they did not know anyone else going. One of the purposes of the 

events was to encourage social connections; however, the lack of pre-established friend groups was a 

deterrent for some to show up. In addition, Julie recommended having more transfer student events 

at the beginning of the semester in order to help transfer students meet each other and make more 

friends. 
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Social Programs for All Students. While it is important for institutions to implement some 

programming specific to being a transfer student, this population should also be presented with 

opportunities to engage with the general population of students. In fact, the majority of 

programming which occurs on college campuses is not population-specific. Transfer students are 

given opportunities to engage with others in their residence halls, through clubs and organizations, 

and during classes.  

Since lateral transfer students have previously attended a four-year institution, many of them 

have had the experience of living in a residence hall with opportunities for engagement and 

connection. With that experience, it is easier to make social connections with peers, student leaders, 

and staff on campus since everyone is living together. Residence halls serve as a hub for social 

programming, so when a student transfers, they may not have the same opportunities. If they are 

living in residence halls, native students who are the same age as the transfers have already created 

friend groups, and it may be difficult to find social niches. In addition, from my experience working 

in residence life, upperclassmen are less likely to attend community programs, so opportunities for 

lateral transfer students to interact with students their age are reduced. Thus, I recommend 

university housing offer transfer student living communities within the residence halls. By doing so, 

many transfer students who are seeking those same social connections will be living together and 

able to connect with each other while also living amongst native students. 

 Next, lateral transfer students need to have ample opportunities, even encouraged somehow, 

to get involved with social organizations on campus. Involved students are more satisfied with their 

experience in college and are more likely to be successful academically (Astin, 1993; Braxton et al., 

2014; Light, 2001; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Tinto, 1993). By joining clubs and 

organizations on campus, lateral transfer students are able to engage socially with their peers, as well 
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as staff or faculty advisers to the organization. By making these connections, lateral transfer students 

are more likely to be content with their collegiate experience. 

 Finally, faculty should create an environment inside the classroom for students to engage 

with each other. Will noted how he appreciated being able to share his opinion inside the classroom 

and not feel attacked by his peers or the professor. By creating an environment for open dialogue, 

students feel connected to the subject matter and their learning. In addition, even though most 

students dread them, group projects are an excellent way for students to connect with each other. 

Requiring students to work together on a task helps them build teamwork and connections. 

 Colleges and universities should make a concerted effort to help transfer students connect 

socially with other students. Whether those social connections take place with other transfer 

students or native students, inside or outside the classroom, programs and activities must be 

implemented for them. It is up to the students to determine if they choose to participate; however, 

they need to know the opportunities exist and understand that the events are open to them. By 

creating these opportunities for social connections, faculty and staff are showing transfer students 

that they matter at the institution while also assisting them in making their transitions to the new 

environments. 

Create a Student-Centered Environment 

Faculty, staff, and policymakers need to create a welcoming environment which is conducive 

to student learning and development. While some aspects of the environment, such as location or 

size and type of institution, cannot be easily changed, university constituents do have the ability to 

deliver excellent customer service in order to help students feel like they fit in. At one higher 

education institution, Raisman (2008) found that “customer service issues account for as much as 

72% of all attrition” (p. 23). The three primary reasons students left the school were “the school’s 

indifference to them; not feeling valued, and rude, unsympathetic, nonresponsive or unfriendly 
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staff” (p. 23). Customer service plays a role in the retention of all students; however, when a lateral 

transfer student transitions to a new higher education institution, they ought to feel valued and 

welcomed.  

All of the lateral transfer students in this study discussed the environment of their sending 

and/or receiving institution as a deterrent or benefit for them. Every student has different needs and 

wants, and it is the responsibility of faculty, staff, and policymakers to serve every student as well as 

possible. All students should feel like they matter and that they are a value-add to the institution. 

Raisman (2008) suggests, “Whether a student will like being at a school and likely stay has to do with 

how well the individual feels the institution actively engages him or her” (p. 111). By meeting the 

unique needs of each student, he or she will be more likely to connect to the institution and persist 

to graduation.  

The receiving institution actively tries to ensure faculty and staff are trained to deliver service 

excellence in order to increase retention. An office was created at the university site of the study just 

over three years ago and is devoted to helping faculty and staff improve their service excellence 

skills. This initiative promotes positive customer service experiences for internal and external 

customers. Faculty and staff are expected to complete a series of eight modules which start by 

covering the basics and attitude of service. From there, participants learn about civility, 

accountability, and managing difficult situations, among other topics. As a result, the internal and 

external customers at the university have found service and processes to be faster, friendlier, and 

easier.  

With a service excellence focus, university personnel can create an inviting environment for 

students where they feel welcomed and valued. By following the platinum rule of treating others 

how they would want to be treated, faculty, staff, and policymakers can address the needs and 

desires of all students, including lateral transfer students. Lateral transfer students should feel like 
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they are a part of the campus environment from the time they step foot on campus. With an 

inclusive and service-focused environment, lateral transfer students are more likely to feel 

comfortable and persist to graduation. 

Offering Appropriate Support Services 

In order for students to persist at a higher education institution, support services must be in 

place. For half of the students in this study, a major event contributed to their departure from the 

sending institution. If better or more support services would have been in place, some of those 

students may not have departed. For example, Whitney tried to overcome her mental illness in order 

to persist at her sending institution. She stuck it out for three years; however, when a support service 

pushed pills on her, it became too much for her to bear, and she withdrew. Raisman (2008) found a  

“decline in services such as counseling, advising and retention that affect graduation and student 

success” (p. 22). Once the services are in place, university faculty and staff need to educate incoming 

students about them through orientation programs and create opportunities for contacting them 

through multiple modalities. Finally, the services should have enough staffing to meet the needs of 

the student population. 

Orientation Program Requirements. Orientation programs exist at many different 

organization types, including businesses, government agencies, and education institutions. They were 

established in order to acquaint individuals with a new environment and/or policies. In the higher 

education system, these programs serve to assist incoming students in making the transition to a 

college or university from high school or another higher education institution. Some schools require 

students to attend, others do not require it for any of their incoming students, while some have 

different requirements depending on a student’s admission status, such as freshman, transfer, adult 

learner. At the receiving institution in this study, all incoming students are required to attend an 

orientation program. Transfer students with fewer than 24 earned credit hours post-high school 
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graduation attend a two-day session with incoming freshman, and transfer students with 24 or more 

earned credits attend a one-day session. Regardless of a higher education institution’s model, 

orientation programs should exist in order to educate incoming students about the support services 

available to them. I would also argue that all incoming students should be required to complete 

some form of an orientation program since people do not typically know what information they 

need to know until they are told or it is too late. 

Orientation programs serve as a higher education institution’s first opportunity to educate 

students about the services available to them. Not only do these programs offer social connection 

opportunities for students, as discussed in Chapter Five, they also educate students about the 

availability of academic resources, crisis support, and other support services. Mayhew, Vanderlinden, 

and Kim (2010) found that orientation programs assist transfer students with the academic transition 

more so than their freshman counterparts; they better understand professor expectations and 

establish more effective study habits and time management skills. As a result of being educated early 

on about their new environment, students are more likely to be retained at an institution if they 

attend orientation (Braxton & McClendon, 2002). In order for a student to persist to graduation, 

they must be retained from semester to semester, and attendance at orientation aides in this process. 

Multiple Modalities Available to Find Support Services. Once a student has a general 

knowledge about the resources available to them, he or she needs to be able to quickly retrieve the 

details about each of them when that service is needed. Systems should be in place for students to 

find this information using the modality which works best for them. In order to better meet the 

needs of its internal and external customers and assist them in finding resources, the receiving 

institution in the study updated its website within the last year and created a concierge service about 

four years ago to answer any question a student may have.  
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Since nearly all Americans have smartphones with immediate access to the internet, 

university websites play a major role in helping students locate support services. Websites should be 

created with responsive designs in order for these sites to be easily navigated whether the user is on 

a cellphone or computer. In addition, individual offices and departments within the institution need 

to be sure their website is up-to-date with current and relevant information. While it is easy for 

offices to create websites and then forget about them, faculty and staff ought to make website 

management a priority. Finally, the current trend in university website development is to think of the 

prospective student as the audience (University Communication, 2014). With this, it is harder for 

internal customers, students included, to navigate sites and find the information which is most 

relevant for them and what they may be experiencing. In particular, incoming transfers have to 

familiarize themselves with another university’s website, so if the website is written for prospective 

students, it could be double the challenge for them in locating the information they need. In order to 

combat this issue, colleges and universities should create separate landing pages for current students 

with links to their most common used websites. Then, through the orientation programs discussed 

above, incoming students should be informed about the page created for them. 

Students also prefer to communicate through social media and text messaging, so the 

receiving institution in this study created a concierge service which allows anyone to ask any 

question through text message, social media, or phone call. By using this service, students can 

quickly learn more about or find out contact information for any support service on campus. While 

some may argue that this service is not challenging the students to critically think, it does provide a 

quick way for them to get the answers they need. The service opens before the University and closes 

after normal business hours; they also have office hours on the weekends to assist students. If a 

college or university does not have the resources to create a similar service, I recommend they 
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consider doing something similar during move-in weekend and the first week of the semester; the 

concierge service at the receiving institution in this study found this time to be its busiest. 

Appropriate Staffing at Support Services. Colleges and universities are consistently having 

to get creative in how they serve their students with less resources, including limited staffing. In 

order to best serve their students, upper level administrators and policymakers ought to ensure that 

ample staffing is available to support students. According to Raisman (2008), higher education 

institutions must “be there to help students answer the question with academic and service 

assistance” (p. 86). If a student is going to persist to graduation, he or she has to believe that support 

services are available in a timely manner. For example, if a student needs to speak with someone in a 

counseling setting but has to wait multiple weeks to schedule an appointment, the student may not 

feel supported even though the service does exist on campus. An appropriate level of staffing needs 

to be available to meet the needs of the student body. In order to curb the need for academic 

support, many colleges and universities hire students to work as tutors in academic resource centers. 

In addition to requiring faculty members to hold office hours each week for their students, it 

is important for there to be additional academic support services, particularly in subjects which have 

proved to be more challenging for students, such as mathematics, sciences, and foreign languages. 

Students should continue to be encouraged to build relationships with faculty and advisers outside 

of the classroom, but additional support should also be available. A goal of every higher education 

institution is to have students graduate, so university faculty, staff, and policymakers must ensure 

students are equipped with the tools necessary to assist them in learning the course material 

necessary to earn their degree. 

In order to help lateral transfer students persist at a receiving institution, programs and 

services should be in place to assist them academically, socially, and personally. The transition from 

one higher education institution to another is not always easy, so it is imperative that faculty, staff, 



 

126 

and policymakers are given ample resources in order to create opportunities for engagement and 

enrichment. From the time a lateral transfer student steps foot on campus, all stakeholders need to 

be prepared to welcome him or her and provide the necessary services to help him or her thrive.  

Implications for the Sending Institutions 

 The common goal between all higher education institutions is to recruit, retain, and graduate 

students from their institution. Unfortunately, we do not live in a perfect world, and there will 

always be a transition of students between institutions. Most two-year institutions are prepared to 

assist their students in making the transition between a two-year and a four-year institution; 

however, four-year schools are typically not arranged to assist their students in making a transition 

out because of the goal to retain them. At one time or another, all four-year institutions could be a 

sending institution, and it is important that faculty and staff at those schools can assist a student in 

making a transition out without him or her feeling ridiculed about the decision. By providing a 

service to assist students with their departure, higher education institutions would be given a unique 

opportunity to collect some data about why a departure is occurring. With that information, the 

institution could work to improve practices in order to increase retention in the future. 

Limitations 

 With any research study, limitations will impact the results. In this study, there were three 

limitations for me to consider when interpreting the results. As discussed in Chapter One, the 

inability to generalize the study and the definition of a lateral transfer student impacted the analysis 

in the study. In addition, in the recruitment of participants, no students who had departed the 

receiving institution responded to the recruitment email. The combination of these three limitations 

were unavoidable; however, they need to be considered.  

Given the small sample size of the study at one medium-sized, liberal arts institution, the 

conclusions drawn in this study are only applicable to this group of students. One of the pitfalls of 
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all qualitative studies is the inability to suggest the findings are accurate for all students in a given 

population. Even though aspects of the theories formulated by Astin (1993), Braxton et al. (2014), 

and Tinto (1993) are all seen in the results of the study, one cannot assume these same results would 

be true for other lateral transfer students. 

 Further, the definition of lateral transfer student used in this study may differ from 

institution to institution. All of the lateral transfer students in the study had earned 24 or more credit 

hours before transferring to the receiving institution. This definition of transfer student is unique to 

the receiving institution, and it is not a consistent definition used across all colleges and universities. 

The results of the study may have differed if students with fewer earned credit hours at another 

institution had been recruited for the study. 

 Finally, no lateral transfer students who did not persist at the receiving institution responded 

to the initial recruitment email, which was sent to their receiving institution email addresses. I asked 

colleagues and transfer students at the receiving institution if they knew of anyone who had made a 

lateral transfer and then transferred out, but unfortunately, that did not result in any leads. Once fall 

classes began, I emailed Institutional Research at the receiving institution and requested a list of 

lateral transfer students who transferred to the receiving institution in Fall 2015 or Spring 2016 but 

did not enroll in classes in Fall 2016. Instead of asking for their receiving institution email, I 

requested their internet or personal email. I emailed them all, and I had one respondent. I scheduled 

an interview with him, but he did not show up. In following up with him, I learned he did not have 

enough earned credit hours to be considered in the study. It seemed like he was a local student who 

was now working full-time. Without this perspective, I am unable to explore or gain any 

understanding of reasons for departure from the receiving institution. 
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Future Research 

Based on this study, I recommend future research on lateral transfer students in general. The 

research which currently exists on this specific population of transfer students is lacking. In addition, 

more qualitative studies need to be conducted involving all types of transfer students.  

 Specifically related to the findings of this study, I also suggest future research on how 

universities respond to major events on college campuses. For 50 percent of the students in this 

study, a major event played a role in their decision to depart the sending institution. It is unlikely 

university stakeholders will be able to prevent all major events from occurring on campuses; 

however, examining the action steps taken during and after the event could lead to substantial 

findings on how to best support students involved in the incident. As seen by this study, a student’s 

campus interactions will impact decisions to depart or persist. 

 Related to that, I encourage additional research be done at the sending institutions. Since all 

but two of the students in this study departed from different sending institutions, conclusions could 

not be drawn as they related to one specific sending institution. It is important for policymakers, 

faculty, and staff to understand the experiences of students who are transferring out of their 

institution of interest to a like degree offering college or university.  

 Finally, the majority of students in the study discussed interactions outside of their academic 

life as having an impact on their acclimation to the receiving institution. I propose additional 

research to look specifically at those peer-to-peer interactions and how lateral transfer students 

develop their peer group. Many universities lack social engagement opportunities specifically for 

transfer students, and it would be informative to understand the best practices which result in peer 

group formation. 
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Conclusion 

With the majority of college students attending multiple institutions prior to receiving a 

college degree, transfer students and their experiences need to be better understood. Policymakers, 

faculty, and staff must understand why students are departing and persisting in order to increase 

retention rates. Research on lateral transfer students and qualitative research on transfer students as 

a whole is limited, and thus became the focus of this study. The essence of the experience for the 

lateral transfer students in this study varied; however, based on their responses, they departed and 

persisted four-year institutions because of three primary reasons. Lateral transfers depart institutions 

when a major event occurs which they cannot overcome; the nature of these events varies. The 

campus environment impacts a lateral transfer student’s decision to depart and persist. Finally, the 

interactions a lateral transfer student has on campus with faculty, staff, and peers plays a role in 

his/her persistence decision. All of these themes relate back to the conceptual framework with a 

primary emphasis on the social factors. 

 With this information, policymakers, faculty, and staff are better informed about why 

students depart and persist. They can be intentional in how they interact with students and 

encourage an environment where everyone takes a vested interest in the full student experience. 

Lateral transfer students want to feel included, valued, and supported at their institution. By 

fostering this type of environment, students will be less likely to depart and more likely to be an 

active part of the university community. While institutions may not have to report on their retention 

numbers, they should not be a forgotten population. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

DEMOGRAPHIC AND BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 

1. What is your name? 
2. What is your class year? 
3. What is your gender? 
4. How would you describe your ethnicity? 
5. What is your major?  
6. Have you changed your major? (academic factors) 

a. If so, from what? 
b. Why did you decide to make the switch? (pre-entry factors) 

7. How many credits did you transfer with? 
8. How old were you when you transferred? 
9. How old are you now? 
10. What school did you transfer from? 
11. Is the school you transferred from in-state or out-of-state? 
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APPENDIX B 
 

RECRUITMENT OF THE SAMPLE EMAIL 
 

Subject Line: Earn $20 - Participants wanted for a Lateral Transfer Student research study 
 
Body:  
 
Good morning, NAME! 
 
Susannah Marshman is seeking students to participate in her research study. Because you transferred 
here from another four-year institution, you are receiving this email. Your email was provided to me 
by the Office of Institutional Research, Assessment, and Analysis. 
 
The purpose of the study is to determine why students transfer between four-year institutions. If 
you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in two interviews, two months 
apart, and write a description of your transition experience. During the interviews, I will be asking 
you questions regarding your transition from your sending institution to here. There are no right or 
wrong answers. If you complete the two interviews, you will be given a $20 American Express gift 
card as an incentive.  
 
I encourage you to read the attached informed consent form, which will be signed prior to the first 
interview. This document contains information about the risks and benefits of the study, as well as 
some more details about the procedures. If you are interested in participating in this study or have 
any questions about the study, please email me back at XXXXX. 
 
I hope you are having a great semester! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Susannah Marshman 
 
If you have questions regarding your rights as a research subject, contact the FSU IRB at 
XXXXX. 
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APPENDIX C 
 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
 

You are invited to participate in a research study of lateral transfer student experiences at Coastal 
Carolina University (CCU). You were selected as a possible participant because you have transferred 
from another four-year institution to CCU within the last year. I ask that you read this form and ask 
any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 

 
This study is being conducted by Susannah Marshman in the Educational Leadership and Policy 
Studies department at Florida State University and Assistant Director of New Student and Family 
Programs at Coastal Carolina University. 

 
Background Information: 
The purpose of this study is to determine the experiences of lateral transfer students during their 
transition between two four-year institutions, including their reasons for departure and persistence. 

 
Procedures: 
If you agree to be in this study, I would ask you to do the following things: participate in two, 45- to 
60-minute, one-on-one, audio taped interviews, answer any follow-up questions by email or phone, 
and confirm the accuracy of the transcription of your interviews and the analysis of your experience 
once completed. The audio recordings of the interviews will be stored on an external hard drive, and 
no one else will have access to this information. Once the interviews are transcribed within two 
weeks of the interview, the audio recordings will be deleted and a false name will be assigned to your 
responses. All interviews will be completed by September 2016. 

  
Risks and Benefits of being in the Study: 
The study has minimal to no risks for you. The only known risk at this time is that the discussion of 
previous experiences may stir up emotional feelings. 

 
The benefits to participation are being able to provide information about your transfer experience 
which could lead to the creation or revision of current programs and the opportunity to participate 
in a qualitative research study. In addition, you will be asked to reflect on your transition experience, 
which could lead to growth and learning for you. 

 
Compensation: 
Subjects who participate in both interviews will receive a $20 American Express gift card at the end 
of the second interview. Compensation will not be given to subjects who do not complete both 
interviews and the write-up. 

 
Confidentiality: 
The records of this study will be kept private and confidential to the extent permitted by law. In the 
published document, I will not include any information that will make it possible to identify a 
subject. Research records and tape recordings will be stored securely in a locked safe and only 
researchers will have access to the records. Audiotapes will be erased within two weeks of interviews 
being conducted. 
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Voluntary Nature of the Study: 
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect 
your current or future relations with the University. If you decide to participate, you are free to not 
answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships. 
 
Contacts and Questions: 
The researcher conducting this study is Susannah Marshman. You may ask any questions you have 
now. If you have a question later, you are encouraged to contact her at Coastal Carolina University, 
XXX-XXX-XXXX, or email. Susannah’s adviser for this study is Dr. Kathy Guthrie, Associate 
Professor at Florida State University, who can be contacted at kguthrie@fsu.edu. 

 
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone other 
than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the FSU IRB at 2010 Levy Street, Research 
Building B, Suite 276, Tallahassee, FL  32306-2742, or 850-644-8633, or by email at 
humansubjects@magnet.fsu.edu. You may also contact the Coastal Carolina University Institutional 
Review Board Administrator at 843-349-2918 (days), through email at bruxanne@coastal.edu or at 
Coastal Carolina University, Office of Research Services, IRB Administrator, P.O. Box 261954, 
Conway, SC 29528-6054. 
 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
 
Approval: 
This research project has been approved on April 6, 2016, by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
at Coastal Carolina University. This approval will expire on April 6, 2017, unless the IRB renews the 
approval of this research. 
 
This research project has been approved on ____ (date) by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at 
Florida State University. This approval will expire on ______ [expiration date] unless the IRB 
renews the approval of this research. 
 
Statement of Consent: 
I have read the above information. I have asked all my questions and have received answers. I accept 
that I will be audio recorded during both interviews. I consent to participate in the study. 

 
________________________________________  _________________ 
Signature                                                           Date 

 
________________________________________  _________________ 
Signature of Investigator                          Date 
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APPENDIX D 
 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL – FIRST ONE-ON-ONE INTERVIEW 
 

1. What is your name? 
2. What is your major?  
3. How would you describe your family members’ educational attainment? (pre-entry factors) 
4. In high school, was going to college discussed in school? With your family? (pre-entry factors) 
 a. How was it pushed? 
5. What made you decide to initially apply to college(s)? (pre-entry factors) 
6. Why did you decide to initially enroll in courses at your sending institution? (reasons for 
attendance) 
7. Tell me about your experiences at your sending institution. 
 a. What organizations did you join? (social factors) 
 b. Did you have a group of friends who you hung out with regularly? (social factors) 
 c. What were your relationships like with your professors? (academic factors) 
 d. What did you do in your down time? (overall factors) 
8. When did you transfer?  

a. Why did you decide to transfer then? (reason for departure) 
 b. Was there some event that occurred that triggered your decision? (reason for departure) 
9. In retrospect, do you consider your time at [institution] to have been positive or negative? Why? 
(reason for departure) 
10. Tell me how you came to be a student here. Why did you decide to transfer here? (reason for 
attendance) 
11. How did your family feel about you transferring? (pre-entry factors) 
12. What is your opinion about how XXX assists transfer students become acclimated to the XXX 
family? (transition process) 

a. What programs/services were offered? 
b. Did you utilize any of those services?  

13.  Suppose I was a transfer student coming to XXX, what would my experience be like? (overall 
factors) 
14. Have you experienced any difficulties or challenges in your transition so far? (overall factors) 
15. What does it mean to be a student at this institution? (overall experience) 
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APPENDIX E 
 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL – SECOND ONE-ON-ONE INTERVIEW 
 

1. What is your name? 
2. Where are you from? 
3. How are you enjoying your time at XXX? (overall factors) 
4. What is your favorite part about being a student here? (overall factors) 
5. What have you done to get acclimated to the University? (overall factors) 
6. Has XXX done anything to support your academic transition? Social transition? (overall factors) 
7. How are your classes going? (academic factors) 
8. Would you consider XXX home? (social factors) 

a. If so, why?  
b. If not, why not? 

9.  Are there activities you wanted to join but did not feel welcome because you did not start at 
XXX as a freshmen? (social factors) 
10.  Would you please describe what you think the ideal transition program for transfer students 
would look like? (overall factors) 
11.  Did you find that transferring to XXX was a different experience from what you expected? 
(transition experience) 
12.  What advice would you give to a student who is looking to transfer to XXX? (overall factors) 
13.  Suppose the university president asked you what XXX could do to better support you as a 
transfer student. What would you tell him? (overall factors) 
14. Why did you decide to come back to XXX for another semester? (reason for persistence) 
15. Are there things you plan to do in the future in order to continue to persist? (persistence factors) 
16. How would you describe the “fit” between you and XXX? (overall factors) 
17. Why do you feel your decision to transfer was the right [or wrong] decision? (overall factors) 
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APPENDIX F 
 

FSU HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL MEMO 
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APPENDIX G 

CCU HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL MEMO 
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APPENDIX H 

FSU HUMAN SUBJECTS RENEWAL APPROVAL MEMO 
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