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Chapter 1
Introduction to Topic
Over the past few decades, America has decided that going to college and obtaining a
bachelor’s degree is essential for economic and social success. In particular, postsecondary
education is often viewed as one of the most likely ways to overcome marginalized social
conditions (Wang, 2009). Individuals with at least a bachelor’s degree, earn higher median
incomes than individuals without a bachelor’s degree (NCES, 2017). In 2015, individuals earned
a median income of 64% higher ($50,000) compared to individuals who had completed high
school ($30, 000) (NCES, 2017). There has also been large disparities shown between the
median earnings of individuals who begin college and do not complete a degree, and individuals
who obtain an associate’s degree but not a bachelor’s degree (Atwell and Lavin, 2007).
For a variety of reasons–low cost, open admission policies, and location–many students
who aspire to earn a bachelor’s degree or higher, begin their postsecondary education journey at
a community college (Laanan, 2004; Wang, Wickersham, & Sun 2016). Community colleges are
now registering approximately 40% of the total annual undergraduate enrollment in the United
States (Snyder, de Brey, & Dillow, 2016). Students enroll in community college for a multitude
of reasons including job training, certificate completion, etc. but for the purpose of this study, I
will be focusing on students who attended a community college with the intent of transferring to
a four-year institution.
Approximately 80% of students who begin at a community college report a desire to
transfer to a four-year institution, yet, only roughly 25% end up doing so within a five-year
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period (Jenkins & Fink, 2015). This misalignment between students’ transfer aims and outcomes
highlights a serious problem (Wang, Wickersham, & Sun 2016). There is also a racial transfer
gap, a term coined by Crisp and Núñez in 2014. Their research highlighted the disparities
between transfer rates based on race (Crisp & Núñez, 2014). They discovered that 45% of white
community college students transferred, compared to 32% of black and latinx1 students, showing
a 13% gap (Crisp & Núñez, 2014). For students who do transfer, research shows that those who
are seeking a bachelor’s degree and begin their postsecondary education at community colleges,
are at a disadvantage in reaching their educational goals compared with students who begin their
postsecondary education at a four-year college or university (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005;
Wang & Wickersham, 2014).
Student degree completion is a long-standing concern. Tinto (1987) identified that only
15% of student departures from higher education are mandatory, the majority of departures are
voluntary. More recently, data suggests that only modest gains have occurred with respect to
student persistence (Marling, 2013). The low productivity of colleges and universities in
producing students who have obtained their degrees has caused national concern (Marling,
2013). This has resulted in an increase in retention and persistence programs for students, as well
as a focus on why students are not completing their degrees (Marling, 2013).
There are many potential reasons that student depart from higher education institutions,
including academic difficulty, one’s social experience, and difficulty acquiring enough
scholarships, grants, and financial aid to cover tuition and other costs. Within this study, I am
especially concerned with how belonging influences departure. Dating back to Maslow’s

1

Latinx is the gender-neutral form of Latino/a that includes more groups of people while
challenging
cultural and gender norms.
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hierarchy of needs, evidence suggests that humans share a strong need to know that they belong
(Maslow, 1962). Sense of belonging commonly refers to a sentiment of connectedness, that a
person is important and matters to others (Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981). Belonging has an
increased significance when individuals are in environments where they feel unwelcome,
unsupported, and/or feel marginalized (Anderman & Freeman, 2004). When referencing college
students, sense of belonging refers to, “students perceived social support on campus, a feeling of
sensation of connectedness, the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, accepted,
respected, valued by, and important to the group or others on campus” (Strayhorn, Hurtado, &
Harris, 2012, p. 3). The absence of a sense of belonging has been linked to depression, low self esteem, poor academic performance, and can even impact a student’s decision to stay in college
(Berger, 1997; Hagerty, Williams & Oe, 2002; Strayhorn, et. a., 2012; Walton & Cohen, 2007).
Researchers Background and Interest
My passion for equitable student access and success has always been at the core of why I
have wanted to go into the field of student affairs. Working with programs like Upward Bound
and College Possible, as well as being in my master’s program, has taught me how higher
education is not set up for students of color and other historically underrepresented students to
matriculate and continue through to graduation. For my master’s thesis, I wanted to examine
factors that impact students’ abilities to reach graduation in a timely manner. I was drawn to
understanding how sense of belonging is an especially important factor in student success,
especially given the role it played in my own student retention.
After digging more into persistence and retention literature, I came to realize that students
who transfer from community colleges to four-year institutions are rarely studied through a sense
of belonging lens. The focus has mostly been on the transfer process but not on what transfer
F
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student’s experiences are like after that process is over. Based on the amount of national
attention that community colleges and free community college programs were receiving, I was
surprised by this. While it made sense to me logically that with this increased attention to
community colleges, there would be an increase in the number of students transferring to fouryear institutions, it seemed that the literature would reflect this change. Yet, this was not the
case. Additionally, when I met with the transfer student services staff at the host institution, I
learned that they were incredibly understaffed and under resourced. I realized that there was a
large percentage of the student population that was not being given the proper support by the
institution due to a lack of full time personnel dedicated to supporting transfer students. This
drove me to focus my thesis on transfer students, since they are so often not the center of the
narrative in higher education. As such, I conducted a qualitative study about how transfer
students experience the four-year university.
Study Rationale
There have been concerns that the United States is falling behind in the global economy
(Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2010). For the United States to maintain economic stability, it is
imperative that colleges graduate more students (Baum et al., 2010). This drive towards
graduating more students resulted in increased implementation of retention and student success
programs (Baum et al., 2010). There has been a particular focus on increasing college
completion rates of students from low-income backgrounds as well as racially minoritized2

2

Minoritized is used “to signify the social construction of underrepresentation and subordination
in U.S. social institutions, including colleges and universities. Persons are not born into a
minority status nor are they minoritized in every social context (for example. Their families,
social fraternities, and churches). Instead they are rendered minorities in particular situations and
institutional environments that sustain an overrepresentation of whiteness” (Patton, Harper, &
Harris,
2015 p. 212).
F

THE TRANSFER STUDENT EXPERIENCE

5

students (Kelly & Schneider, 2012). This is a logical approach given the widespread evidence
that higher education in the United States under-serves these populations, as indicated by the
significantly higher graduation rates of upper middle class white students (HERI, 2005).
President Barack Obama brought community college enrollment to the forefront of
national attention by creating a goal of every American attaining at least one year of higher
education, or career training by 2020, also known as the American Graduation Initiative (Morris,
2016; Schuh, Jones, & Harper, 2011). To assist with this charge, large sums of government
funding and private endowments were allocated to community colleges (Schuh, et. al., 2011).
For example, Lumina Foundation and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation have responded to
Obama’s charge by creating community college completion initiatives within their organizations
(Kilgore & Wilson, 2017; Morris, 2016). These efforts certainly renewed a commitment to
community colleges and the important role they play in Americans’ pursuit of higher education
(Schuh, et. al., 2011).
After the charge from President Obama, many states also began to allocate funding
towards community college tuition (Powell, 2018). As of February 2018, twelve states had
passed legislation providing grant funding to in-state residents to cover the cost of community
college tuition (Powell, 2018). These twelve states include: Arkansas, California, Delaware,
Kentucky, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Montana, Nevada, Oregon, Tennessee, and West Virginia.
Many of these grant programs cover the full cost of tuition after Pell grants and all possible
federal aid has been applied (Powell, 2018).
In Oregon, where the host institution is located, Senate Bill 81 was passed by legislation
and signed by Governor Kate Brown in 2015, putting the “Oregon Promise” into effect (HECC,
2015). This bill provides ten million dollars to put towards tuition payments for Oregon
F
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community college students (HECC, 2015). Restrictions that apply include: students must have
been an Oregon resident for at least a year and graduated from an Oregon high school, students
must attend an Oregon community college within at least six months of graduating from high
school, and they must have achieved a grade point average (GPA) of at least a 2.5 while in high
school (HECC, 2015). The grants first became available in the 2016-17 academic year and are
administered through the Office of Student Access and Completion (OSAC) under the Oregon
Higher Education Coordinating Commission (HECC) (HECC, 2015).
Even though there is increased funding for community colleges, it is important to note
that the cost of higher education is still, and will continue to be, astronomical. The price of
tuition for four-year institutions and community colleges continues to rise and the American
financial aid system has not been able to keep up with the growing financial needs of students
and families (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). Not to mention additional costs such as housing,
transportation, books, school supplies, and food have also continued to rise (Goldrick-Rab,
2016). The cost of college no longer matches the average American families’ income and
students are now having to take out large amounts of loans to cover the cost at a time when the
average American’s income is declining (Goldrick-Rab, 2016).
The amount of debt higher education institutions are asking students to take on is
immense. It will forever impact students’ futures and financial well-being. For example, the
average bachelor degree holder graduating in 2012, had an average of $44,500 in student debt. In
fact, the totality of student loan debt in the United States is $1.2 trillion (NCES, 2017). On a
more local level, one of the participants in this study, Ryan, a business student from Oregon in
his second term at the host institution, stated, “I’m kind of deep… six figures invested at this
point, and if I were to walk away now, I would be walking away really with nothing marketable
F
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in my profession.” Given that Ryan began at a community college, a mechanism to lower costs
of college attendance, it is a bit startling to think he is carrying this kind of debt. However,
higher education leaders must be present with the realty that these are people’s lives that we are
playing with, these students are so much more than their paychecks. However, I contend that
often transfer students (amongst other student populations) are being treated like one, and they
notice. Ryan stated it best, “I don’t pay less tuition, I don’t put in less effort, but I am getting less
out of college.” The way transfer students are being treated by the system of higher education is
clear. They are being told that outside of their money they do not matter and that they do not
belong.
Ryan is not alone in attempting to deal with these feelings. Three years ago, Zander was
sitting in his mother’s home, he had just written her a letter explaining the reasons he was going
to be dropping out of college. The coursework had become too much, he had not made many
friends, and he did not want to do it anymore. He was tired of feeling uncomfortable and wanted
to go back to how his life had been before transferring to the host institution. Luckily, Zander
has a mother who put his decision into perspective for him and asked him to think about the
ramifications of his decision. In his words, “I ended up not doing it, and I’m so glad that I didn’t
because now I’m here, and I mean it’s not easy, but it’s not as hard as it was.” What if Zander’s
mother had not intervened and he had dropped out? Would the institution have done anything or
even noticed that they had failed one of their transfer students?
Research Questions
The primary purpose of this study was to understand if community college transfer
students developed a sense of belonging after transferring to a four-year institution. A secondary
aim of this study is to understand how institutional structures and procedures affects, if at all,
F
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transfer students developing a sense of belonging at a four-year institution. I was interested in
answering the following research questions:
1. How, if at all, do community college transfer students develop a sense of
belonging at a four-year university?
2. What resources, if any, are transfer students utilizing that impact their
development of sense of belonging?
3. What barriers are transfer students experiencing that affect their development of a
sense of belonging?
Relevant terminology
The following definitions of key terms and concepts are important to this study. They
establish a shared understanding from which this study is built on. These definitions will be
explored and explained in further depth throughout future chapters.
Transfer Student: The migration of a student from one institution of higher education to another
(Tinto, 1987).
Community College: A two-year not for profit institution that offers academic courses and
vocational training (Cohen, Brawer, & Kisker, 2014).
Post-Traditional Learners: Post-traditional learners are students who are over the age of 25,
working full-time, financially independent, or connected with the military (Soares, 2013).
Persistence: The continual pursuit of a student to stay in college and reach degree completion.
Persistence is often influenced by economic and social factors including access to financial aid,
academic support, and social experiences (Braxton, 2000).

F

THE TRANSFER STUDENT EXPERIENCE

9

Looking forward
Community colleges have proven themselves to be an important piece of the higher
education puzzle. With the rising costs of higher education and increased funding allocated to
community college tuition coverage, it is becoming increasingly important to understand the
factors that affect the academic and social success of community college matriculates.
Examining the experience of community college students and how they develop a sense of
belonging has the potential to inform the way in which four-year institutions support transfer
students as they persist towards college graduation. This study aims to contribute to the
discussion around transfer student’s experiences at four-year institutions and the different ways
sense of belonging occurs.
This thesis contains five chapters. Chapter 2, the literature review, examines literature
and research of the role of community colleges and four-year institutions, barriers and challenges
transfer students face in the pursuit of a bachelor’s degree, and an in depth look at sense of
belonging. Chapter t3, the research methodology, gives an overview of the research design and
the methods selected to collect and analyze data. The study’s results, analysis, and discussion
will be presented in Chapter 4 and will derive from the perspectives and themes that emerged
from the data collection. The fifth and final chapter offers recommendations for current practices
as well as implications to the field of higher education and will provide suggestions for future
research.

F
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Chapter 2
The following literature review gives an overview of community colleges and four-year
institutions, the national and local scope of institutional transfers, the barriers and challenges
transfer students face, and an overview of sense of belonging. The first section provides an
overview of community colleges, four-year institutions, and the language used to describe
students as they move through the education system. Then, I review prior theoretical and
conceptual frameworks used to frame the transfer student experiences. In keeping with prior
literature, this study draws on the notion of validation theory and sense of belonging.
Community Colleges. Community colleges are public institutions that have traditionally
provided two-year associate’s degrees, as well as two years of general education courses, which
students can apply toward a bachelor’s degree at four-year higher education institutions (Schuh,
et. al., 2011). Their mission is to provide affordable higher education for anyone who desires to
access higher learning, or technical skills training (Shuetz, 2005). Community colleges have
historically marketed themselves as having something for everyone, no matter the persons
background, as well as being a space for everyone in the community they serve (Cohen, et. al.,
2014). They have also focused on recruiting students with backgrounds that have not historically
been greatly represented in higher education, which has contributed to an increase in enrollment
of adult learners, low-income students, women, and students of color (Hirt, 2006; Shuetz, 2006).
Their low costs, open admissions policies, location, and convenience can make them an
attractive place for students to begin their higher education journey (Cohen, et. al., 2014).
Four-year institutions. For the purpose of this study I consider a four-year institution an
institution that offers baccalaureate degrees (Schuh, et. al., 2011). I understand that students are
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often at a university for fewer than four-years and even more students attend for longer than
four-years. American colleges and universities differ in many ways but it can be claimed that the
standard functions of higher education institutions are “teaching, research, and service.” (Astin,
1995; Bowen, 1997, Schuh, et. al., 2011, p. 24). These purposes are embodied and implemented
differently across the nation based on the institutions individual mission, vision, and values
(Schuh, et. al, 2011).
The Transfer Process
New Pathways to Success. It is becoming more common for students to transfer
in multifaceted enrollment patterns as they navigate completing a college degree (Crisp, 2016).
There is the more traditional lateral mobility model of transferring from a two-year to a four-year
institution, which has been the enrollment pattern most often studied. (Wang, 2014). Other
enrollment patters include “swirling,” which constitutes alternating between more than one
institution and “double dipping,” or attending more than one institution at the same time (Taylor,
2016; Crisp, 2016). Finally, there is reverse credit transfer, which entails transferring credits
from a four-year institution to a two-year institution in order for students to obtain their
associate’s degree (Wang, 2014). The paths students take to progress toward degree completion
is continuously changing (Li, 2016). For my research, I will be focusing on students who first
attend a two-year community college, have the desire to pursue attending a four-year institution,
and matriculate to a four-year public institution.
Current Enrollment Trends.
National Data. In the 2015-16 Academic year, 49 percent of all students who completed
a bachelor’s degree at a four-year institution had been enrolled at a two-year public institution at
some point in the previous 10 years (NSCRC, 2017). The prior enrollment at a two-year public
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institution may have been brief, for as little as a single course, and the two-year institution may
or may not have been the first institution the student attended (NSCRC, 2017). In 20 states, more
than half of the 2015-16 bachelor’s degree earners at four-year institutions had been enrolled at a
two-year public institution in the previous ten years (NSCRC, 2017). Oregon, where the host
institution, is one of those states (NSCRC, 2017).

Figure 1: Percentage of 2015-16 Bachelor’s Degree Earners with Previous Enrollments at Two-Year Public
Institutions. Adapted from “Snapshot Report-Contribution of Two-Year Public Institutions to Bachelor’s
Completions at Four-Year Institutions,” by National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2017. Retrieved April
20, 2018, from https://nscresearchcenter.org/snapshotreport-twoyearcontributionfouryearcompletions26/

State and Local Data. In Oregon, 59% of bachelor degree earners were previously
enrolled at a two-year public institution. The 2017 new student profile at the host institution
shows that 28% of incoming student in fall 2017 were transfer students (NSCRC, 2017). Within
that number 6% of the incoming transfer students identified as having veteran status and 37%
identified as first-generation college students (NSCRC, 2017). These numbers show that there
F

THE TRANSFER STUDENT EXPERIENCE

13

are a large number of transfer students in the United States at a national, state, and local level.
Within the transfer student population there are a significant number of students spending time at
a community college and also hold various identities such as being first-generation and/or
veteran which as highlighted later in this chapter, impacts persistence and belonging.
Student Populations. Undergraduate learners over the age of 25 are the fastest growing
group of students in North American, also known as post-traditional learners (Bye, Pushkar, &
Conway, 2007). Post-traditional learners “are individuals already in the work force who lack a
postsecondary credential yet are determined to pursue further knowledge and skills while
balancing work, life, and education responsibilities.” (Soares, 2013, p. 1-2). Adult learners
encompass many life stages and identities and often find it difficult to succeed in a system not
built for them (Soares, 2013). Often motivated intrinsically, post-traditional learners need respect
and social support in order to nurture learning (Bye, Pushkar, & Conway, 2007; Merriam &
Bierema, 2014). Validating post-traditional learners “as active partners in shared learning” has
been found to have a positive effect on intrinsic motivation and academic success (Bye, Pushkar,
& Conway, 2007; Merriam & Bierema, 2014).
Another subsect of post-traditional learners, and growing student population in North
America, are veterans. The post-9/11 GI Bill3 expanded veterans’ education benefits
dramatically and increased veteran student enrollment in higher education by over 300,000
individuals in just one year of the bill being in effect (Steele, Salcedo, & Coley, 2010). Veterans
now represent roughly four percent of the undergraduate and graduate student populations in

3

The Post-9/11 GI Bill was put into effect on August 1, 2009. “The Post-9/11 GI Bill specifies
that students receive payments for housing and books, and institutions receive separate payment
for
F tuition and fees.”
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higher education (Radford, 2011). Even with increased financial access to education veteran
students are still not achieving the same level of success as non-veteran students (Hamrick &
Rumann, 2012). Many veteran students experience unique challenges such as acclimating to
civilian life post military, physical disabilities, and post-traumatic stress that impact their ability
to persist in higher education (Hamrick & Rumann, 2012). For transfer veteran students, there is
the added challenge of attaining credit from the sometimes multitude of institutions they enrolled
in while in active duty, as well as attaining credit for their military experiences (Hamrick &
Rumann, 2012). Many veteran transfer students can obtain credit for the training and overall
experience they gained in the military however many institutions are not informed on how to go
about this process, resulting in many veteran students missing out on valuable and expensive
college credits (Hamrick & Rumann, 2012).
In recent decades, there has been a shift for institutions to become more inclusive, which
has broadened college access for students of color and other historically underrepresented groups
(Crisp, 2016). Colleges and universities that have historically been classified as non-or lessselective institutions are now being referred to as “broad access” or “accessible” (Crisp. 2016).
These are the institutions that most community college transfer students are matriculating to,
four-year accessible regional universities, which is where the greatest potential is to increase
both transfer and graduation rates and where this study took place (Cheslock, 2003; Crisp, 2016).
Transfer students are an important part of the student body at accessible and moderately selective
four-year institutions but are often forgotten or overlooked (Crisp, 2016)
Disparities in the Transfer Process. Community college enrollment has increased
dramatically over the last few decades (Cohen, et. al., 2014). In 1960, there were just over five
hundred thousand students enrolled in community colleges and in 2010 that number had risen to
F
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over 7.5 million (Cohen, et. al., 2014). There are several reasons behind this increase including
general population expansion, part-time attendance, and high attendance by women, students of
color, divergently prepared students, and the national economy (Cohen, et. al., 2014). During the
Great Recession of 2008, enrollment in community colleges increased as community colleges
became the alternative for workers who lost their jobs and sought training to revamp their
careers. Enrollments peaked in community colleges during the Great Recession at 3.4 million
students (Fry, 2009). However, research shows that just because there has been an increase in
community college enrollment, with students from a multitude of backgrounds, it does not mean
that these students are achieving the level of success that each student set out to achieve (Cohen,
et. al., 2014).
Although over 80% of beginning community college students report a desire to transfer
upward, only roughly 25% do so within five years (Jenkins & Fink, 2015). This discrepancy has
fueled much of the research on transfer students (Wang, 2016). Race and socio-economic
background in particular, show huge disparities in transfer rates (Wang, 2016). Researchers have
found that students of color are less likely to complete a degree or transfer than white students
(Calcagno, Crosta, & Bailey, 2006; Leinbach and Jenkins, 2008; Roska & Calcagno, 2008;
Zeidenberg, Jenkins, & Calcagno 2007). Per prior research, the Latinx population represents the
largest ethnic and racial group in the United States, but have the worst transfer rates among all
ethnic and racial groups. Latinx student enrollment in two year colleges have tripled in the past
20 years, but Latinx students are still less likely to transfer than their white peers (Sólorzano,
Villalpando, & Oseguera, 2005). These disparities illustrate that racial stratification is present in
United States higher education (Sólorzano, et. al., 2005).
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As stated in chapter 1, the cost of education is high and students are having to take out
ever increasing amounts of loans in order to cover all of the costs associated with attending
college (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). This financial strain impacts a student’s ability to achieve
academic success and persist to graduation (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). Research shows that lowincome students consistently have lower rates of success than higher income students when it
comes to transferring and completing a baccalaureate degree (Leinback & Jenkins, 2008;
Porchea, et. al., 2010; Roska & Calcagno, 2008). Students from wealthy families are the most
likely to reach graduation, closely followed by those from middle class families, with students
from low-income families coming in last, as the group least likely to graduate (Goldrick-Rab,
2016). Due to the financial constraints of attending college students are becoming more creative
in the pathways they take to persist to degree completion.
Transfer Culture. A small body of qualitative research has examined practices that fouryear institutions can employ to support a successful transfer environment (Wang, 2016). Prior
studies suggest that there is a lack of clear communication about processes and policies for
transfer students to follow when entering a four-year institution. Also, there is a lack of
communication between institutions regarding which credits transfer and which do not. These
discrepancies in the transfer process show a need for future research on how transfer students are
received by universities, in particular at public universities where a large number of community
college students matriculate (Crisp, 2016).
As stated earlier, there is a growing demand for institutions to demonstrate their
effectiveness and student success (Laanan & Jain, 2016). Scholars in the field have expressed the
importance of centering transfer students in this research (Cohen, et. al., 2014; Crisp, 2016;
Wang, 2016). Valuing transfer students’ experiential knowledge, and involving them in the
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process will lead to greater academic success (Sólorzano, et. al., 2005). The need for effective
communication is clear between all entities in the transfer process. When students transfer from a
two-year institution to a four-year institution the degree of receptivity of the receiving four-year
institution plays a large role in each student’s success (Crisp, 2016). The importance campus
climate has on student success highlights the need to identify ways to support students who have
transferred from a community college, and what role institutions need to play in said support
(Crisp, 2016; Vasquez Urias, Flacon, Harris, & Wood, 2016). In this new age of accountability,
it is important for institutions to remember transfer students and to intentionally consider transfer
students’ success within institutional accountability measures (Wang, 2016).
One way to achieve this is through cultivating a transfer receptive culture on the fouryear institutions campus (Herrera & Jain, 2013). According to Jain, Herrera, Bernal and
Solórzano (2011) a transfer receptive culture is:
Institutional commitment by a four-year college or university to provide the support
needed for students to transfer successfully- that is, to navigate the community college,
take the appropriate coursework, apply, enroll, and successfully earn a baccalaureate
degree in a timely manner (p. 257).
In order to create a transfer receptive culture there must be share responsibility between
community colleges and four-year institutions (Herrera & Jain, 2013). Pre-transfer efforts must
include establishing transfer students as a high priority and provide outreach and resources for
students that focus specifically on the unique needs of transfer students (Herrera & Jain, 2013).
Post-transfer students need to be offered financial and academic support and their lived
experiences need to be acknowledged and celebrated by the four-year institution (Herrera & Jain,
2013). There also need to be pathways in place for transfer-receptive programs to be assessed,
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evaluated, and enhanced in order to further improve upon institutions transfer receptive culture
(Herrera & Jain, 2013). Without these vital components in place in both the pre-and posttransfer period institutions are not cultivating a campus culture that is receptive to transfer
students (Herrera & Jain, 2013).
Persistence and Retention
Tinto’s (1987) theoretical model of persistence has served as the foundation for college
student retention research. Per Tinto, persistence occurs when a student successfully integrates
into an institution both academically and socially. If a student does not feel connected at the
institution this leads to incongruence and isolation (Tinto, 1987). Incongruence is when an
individual perceives themselves as being at odds with the institution. Isolation refers to an
absence of substantial social interaction that results in integration (Tinto, 1987). Both
incongruence and isolation inhibit the integration process, thereby inhibiting persistence (Tinto,
1987).
Other scholars have built upon the foundation set by Tinto, to question the role of the
institution in the social and cultural integration and retention of minoritized students.
Challenging the perspective in Tinto’s model that retention depends on the student’s ability to
integrate and assimilate into the institution, Rendón, Jalomo, and Nora (2004) called for a culture
shift in higher education to create a more inclusive environment for culturally diverse students.
To put all of the onus on minoritized students to assimilate themselves into the culture of the
institution excuses institutions from dealing with the barriers they have in their procedures and
processes for student retention.
Astin’s theory of student involvement (1993) posits that student involvement is positively
correlated with academic success, overall ability and critical thinking, and retention and
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persistence. Student involvement results from academic and non-academic activities, which elicit
sufficient effort from the student to spend time and invest physical and psychic energy to bring
about the desired learning and development. Student involvement also allows for connections to
be created between students, faculty, and staff that makes students believe in their own selfworth (Schlossberg, 1989). Student participation in the learning process depends on student’s
time on task and student’s ability to identify with the institution. Therefore, an individual's
participation in higher education is an important predictor of degree completion (Astin, 1993).
Astin’s theory of involvement, like Tinto’s model of integration, puts the responsibility
on the student to assimilate to a system that may or may not have been designed for them.
Astin’s model assumes that involvement depends primarily on the effort of the student. Rendón
(1994) argues that nontraditional students are more likely to become involved when invited to be
involved by the people at the institution. This shows there needs to be a shift away from the
focus on the individual’s responsibility to be involved in order to be successful, to the institution
having a responsibility to provide a more multiculturally affirming environment for students
(Rendón, 1994).
Rendón’s (1994) validation theory examines this need for a more multiculturally
affirming environment for students. The study Rendón completed found that nontraditional
students often doubt their abilities in higher education (Rendón, 1994). Rendón (1994)
discovered that students of color require active intervention in the form of validation in order to
encourage involvement in campus life. Rendón defines validation as “an enabling, confirming
and supportive process initiated by in- and out-of class agents that foster academic and
interpersonal development” (Rendón, 1994, p. 46). When students are validated they develop
increased confidence and feelings of self-worth (Patton, Ren, Guido, & Quaye, 2016). Students
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also see themselves as contributors to the university community when their experiences are
validated (Patton, et. al, 2016). This evidence makes it clear that validation contributes to
student success in a powerful way.
Persistence and Retention of Transfer Students
Transfer students are made up of students from a wide variety of backgrounds and they
are often looked at through a deficit approach. Deficit thinking takes the approach that students
and families from underrepresented backgrounds are to blame for a student not succeeding
academically due to a variety of reasons including “students enter school without the normative
cultural knowledge and skills; and parents neither value nor support their child’s education”
(Yosso, 2005, p. 75). This approach faults students for their academic failures rather than
considering how the institution of education was not formed with the lived experiences of
students from underrepresented backgrounds in mind (Yosso, 2005). Deficit thinking has no
consideration for how the institution of education has been set up to only celebrate and validate
the dominant culture (Yosso, 2005). Combating deficit thinking requires a change in the
narrative around student success and institutions taking responsibility for how they may be
perpetuating systems of oppression that result in students from underrepresented backgrounds
being viewed as less than and potentially not persisting to graduation (Yosso, 2005).
The characteristics associated with the educational success of transfer students is an
important piece of the puzzle to consider that has been left out by early theorists. There are few
studies done on the experiences of transfer students after they transfer to a four-year institution,
however there have been a few critical studies completed. Vasquez Urias and colleagues (2016)
studied patterns of engagement and achievement centering the study on the role institutions play
in supporting the success of transfer students. Specifically, the study focused on the success of
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black male community college students. The study examined how different domains (academic,
noncognitive, institutional, and environmental) impacted engagement and achievement (Vasquez
Urias, Falcon, Harris III, & Wood, 2016). Non-cognitive domains refer to students affective and
emotional responses to social contexts (Tracey & Sedlacek, 1985, Vasquez Urias, et. al., 2016).
Institutional domains are structures, policies, programs, campus resources, and practices that
shape the way students experience and succeed in community college (Vasquez Urias, et. al.,
2016). Finally, Vasquez Urias (2016) marks environmental domains as the factors situated
outside of the institutions that direct students time and attention away from their college
endeavors, such as family responsibilities, employment, and stressful life events. Using these
domains as a guide Vasquez Urias (2016) centered student’s narratives and viewed transfer
students as an asset to higher education.
The findings of this study highlighted the importance each domain listed above played in
the engagement and achievement of each participant in the study (Vasquez Urias, et. al., 2016).
Specifically, Vasquez Urias and their colleagues (2016) discovered that for the transfer students
in their study people not programs, made the biggest impact. The connections students made
with others positively impacted their involvement and achievement more than programs focused
specifically on academic success or retention programs (Vasquez Urias, et. al., 2016). This
finding is very important for institutions to consider when strategizing on how to best support
transfer students. Vasquez Urias (2016) findings also highlighted the fact that even when
students successfully make the transfer to a four-year institution they still face numerous
challenges. This point is a critical piece of why I chose to do this study because there is not
enough literature and research currently on the transfer student experience after they enter into
the four-year institution.
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Transition into college for a student may be difficult as they are in a new social and
intellectual environment that requires students adjust to (Tinto, 1987). It is for this reason that
what happens to a student following entry is, in most cases, more important to a student’s
success or departure than what occurs prior to entry (Tinto, 1987). Going back to Tinto’s theory
of integration departure can occur if there is a lack of integration into the institution and this lack
of integration can occur from two sources: incongruence and isolation (Tinto, 1987). “The
absence of sufficient contact with other members of the institution proves to be the single most
important predictor of eventual departure even after taking account of the independent effects of
background, personality, and academic performance” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1979, p. X). This
statement is important because even though incongruence is inevitable, there is no need for
isolation to occur (Tinto, 1987). Therefore, higher education institutions have an opportunity and
an obligation to empower and support every student they admit to thrive in college by feeling as
though they are integrated into the fabric of the institution (Pendakur, 2016; Tinto, 1987).
Sense of Belonging
Sense of belonging generally refers to a feeling of connectedness, that one is important or
matters to others (Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981). There are many key components of
belonging including that it is a basic human need and a fundamental motive sufficient to drive
human behavior (Maslow, 1962; Strayhorn, et. al., 2012). Belonging takes on a heightened
importance in certain contexts, times, and among certain populations and is related to and
seemingly a consequence of mattering (Rosenberg and McCullough, 1981; Strayhorn, et. al.,
2012). Also, sense of belonging is often impacted by a person’s social identities and must be
satisfied on a continual basis and changes as circumstances, conditions, and contexts change
(Strayhorn, et. al., 2012). Finally, belonging also often engenders other positive outcomes
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(Strayhorn, et. al., 2012). For this study, sense of belonging is framed as a basic human need and
motivation, sufficient to influence behavior (Strayhorn, et. al.,2012). In terms of college, sense of
belonging refers to students perceived social support on campus, a feeling or sensation of
connectedness, the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, accepted, respected, valued
by, and important to the group or others on campus (Strayhorn, et. al.,2012).
Dating all the way back to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, we know that belongingness is a
basic human motivation and all people share a strong need to belong (Maslow, 1962). Maslow
placed belonging and love in the center of his hierarchy of needs, so belonging comes after an
individual’s basic needs (food, safety, shelter) are met and before an individual moves on to
knowledge and understanding, which are important goals in higher education. This means that a
students need for belonging must be met first, before a student can move on to needing
knowledge and self-actualization (Strayhorn 2005; Strayhorn, et. al., 2012). This is incredibly
important for practitioners to understand as they think about the needs of students and how to
best support them.
We see the desire people have to belong on a daily basis. It is why we, as human beings,
look to find people with similar interests or desire to be liked and accepted by others (Strayhorn,
et. al., 2012). Positively or negatively, belonging causes people to act because it serves as a
motivator of behavior. In educational settings, the desire to belong heavily impacts the way
students behave (Strayhorn, et. al., 2012). It can cause a student to rebel against the system of
academia based on their experiences with faculty, or marginalization they have felt by peers, or
if their identities have been supported by the institution it can lead to a heightened sense of
belonging (Strayhorn, et. al., 2012).
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In order for a person to feel as though they belong, first they need to feel as though they
they matter, that they are valued or appreciated by others (Schlossberg, 1989). Rosenberg and
McCullough (1981) identified five key dimensions of mattering: attention or being noticed in
positive ways, importance (for example feeling cared about or special), dependence which is
feeling needed, appreciated or feeling respected, and ego extension which is believing others
share in our successes. These main dimensions of mattering are important to consider because
the creation of environments where all students are shown that they matter will motivate them
towards greater academic and social success (Schlossberg, 1989; Strayhorn, et. al., 2012).
Environments where students feel as though they matter also positively impacts students sense of
belonging (Strayhorn, et. al., 2012).
One way to feel as though you matter is through the validation of one’s experiences,
which can be accomplished through methods such as encouragement, affirmation, and support,
which have all been found to have a significant impact in and out of college (Rendón, 2002).
Rendón’s (2002) validation theory, mentioned earlier, found that in and out of class validating
experiences are especially important with nontraditional student populations such as low-income
and first-generation students. According to Rendón (2002), “when validation is present, students
feel capable of learning as well as a sense of self-worth” (p. 645). This validation requires a
consistent presence in the student’s life in order for the feeling of self-worth to be reached
(Rendón, 2002). Validation is especially needed in the beginning of the student’s college
experience, as early as the first few weeks of class (Rendón, 2002). When students of color and
other historically underrepresented students step onto a college campus, they find a brand-new
world with little that validates their backgrounds and ways of knowing (Rendón, 2002). It is
critical that during this time of uncertainty they have a source of support and validation for what
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they are experiencing (Rendón, 2002). Rendón’s (2002) validation theory highlights the
importance of considering how a student’s identities impact sense of belonging based on the
environment students experience on university campuses.
It is also important to note that belonging takes on a heightened significance in certain
contexts, at certain times, among certain people (Strayhorn, et. al., 2012). For instance, the need
for belonging takes on increased significance in environments or situations that individuals
experience as different, unfamiliar, or foreign as well as contexts where certain individuals are
likely to feel marginalized, unsupported, or unwelcomed (Anderman & Freeman, 2004). For
students, in particular students with minoritized identities, college campuses are often an
unfamiliar environment for them where almost everything is new. This is why it is key for a
student’s sense of belonging to be nurtured even before they step on campus, because it is a
context where sense of belonging takes on heightened significance (Strayhorn, et. al., 2012).
When a student’s sense of belonging is nurtured the sensation of belonging positively
influences academic achievement, retention, and persistence (Hausmann, Schofield, & Woods,
2007; Rhee, 2008). Satisfying a students need to belong also positively impacts their overall
wellbeing and happiness (Strayhorn, et. al., 2012). An absence of belonging and mattering can
often lead to a decreased interest in involvement, result in poor academic performance, as well as
feelings of isolation, low self-esteem, and depression (Berger, 1997; Hagerty, Williams, & Oe,
2002; Strayhorn 2002, Walten & Cohen, 2007). This decrease in involvement and feelings of
isolation can lead to a student not engaging in ordinary life activities and further isolating
themselves (Weiss, 1973). Furthermore, when a student’s needs are not being met at an
institution the result can be student departure (Hagerty, Williams, & Oe, 2002).
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As Strayhorn (2012) notes, “In order for a student to achieve social and academic success
and persist to graduation students must feel a sense of belonging at an institution so therefore
educators must work to create conditions that foster belongingness among students.” Sense of
belonging has been studied extensively in relation to belonging being a human motivation, as
well as the important outcomes a student’s sense of belonging impacts, such as academic
achievement, retention, and persistence. However, there is a smaller body of work studying how
student’s social identities and campus environments play a role in sense of belonging being
developed in students (Strayhorn, et. al., 2012). This is why I believe this study, examining
transfer students and sense of belonging, is important, adds to the literature around this topic, and
will help inform educators on how to create conditions on their campuses that foster
belongingness among students.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
In this thesis, my aim is to examine transfer students’ experiences with sense of
belonging. In Chapter 1 I provided a comprehensive introduction to the topic that included
relevant terminology, research scope and significance, and an overview of the research
questions. In Chapter 2 I provided a discussion of theoretical underpinnings as well as an
analysis of the multitude of factors that contribute to the transfer student experience. For this
chapter, I offer a comprehensive overview of the methods used to inform and administer the
study. I begin with a review of the research questions, move through methodology, data
collection and implementation, and conclude with recognition of limitations of the study.
Research Questions
The primary purpose of this study is to understand the development of sense of belonging
in community college transfer students. A secondary aim of this study is to understand how
institutional structures and procedures effects, if at all, transfer student’s ability to develop a
sense of belonging at a four-year institution. In particular, I am interested in answering the
following research questions:
1. How, if at all, do community college transfer students develop a sense of
belonging at a four-year university?
2. What resources, if any, are transfer students utilizing that impact the development
of sense of belonging?
3. What barriers are transfer students experiencing that affect their development of a
sense of belonging?
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Research Perspective
The paradigm, or the set of values, I used to guide my study is social constructivism
(Creswell, 2007; Guba, 1990). Social constructivism uses participants’ experiences to make
meaning of phenomena (Creswell, 2007). The goal of this paradigm is to rely on the participants
experiences and viewpoints as much as possible (Creswell, 2007). This is because social
constructivists believe that individuals meaning making is not simply imprinted on them but
instead fostered by social interactions and through historical and cultural norms that shape
individuals lives (Creswell, 2007).
Social Constructivist researchers are often looking to address the process of how
individuals interact with others and the world in which they live and work (Creswell, 2007). To
accomplish this, researchers ask open-ended questions in order for the participants to form their
own meaning of an experience (Creswell, 2007). Researchers operating under this paradigm
focus on the specific contexts that make up a participant’s environment in order to understand
the historical, social, and cultural settings of each participant (Creswell, 2007). The goal of the
researcher is to interpret the meanings others have about the world around them (Creswell,
2007).
Methodology
For my study, I chose a qualitative methodological approach. When there is a problem or
an issue that needs to be explored and a detailed understanding of the issue is needed, qualitative
research is conducted. Denzin and Lincoln (2005) define qualitative research as:
A situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of
interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. These practices transform the
world. They turn the world into a sense of representations including field notes,
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interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos to the self. At this level,
qualitative research involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. This
means that qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to
make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them
(p. 3).
This means that qualitative research seeks to understand the world by bringing meaning to
complex issues. The process of qualitative research begins with identifying an issue or problem,
examining the literature associated with the problem, posing questions related to the topic,
gathering data and analyzing the data collected, and finally writing up a report to understand the
contexts or settings in which the participants in a study address the problem or issue (Creswell,
2007).
Research Design
The form of qualitative methodology I used for the study is narrative inquiry, as I wanted
to focus on the life experiences of my participants (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). “Narrative
inquiry is a way of understanding human experience through stories that, in turn, help us better
understand the human phenomena and human existence” (Connelly & Clandinin, 2000, p.
50). Narrative inquiry is a collaborative approach to research consisting of a reciprocal
relationship between the researcher and the research participants (Connelly & Clandinin, 2000).
It is a way to organize the human experience in order to understand the world around us
(Connelly & Clandinin, 2000). The style of research brings the participants, in this case transfer
students, stories and perspectives to the forefront of the study in order to interrogate dominant
narratives around a specific phenomenon (Connelly & Clandinin, 2000).
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More specifically, I chose a particular type of narrative inquiry which is biographical
narrative inquiry (Kim, 2016). “Biographical narrative research explores lived experiences and
perspectives that people have of their daily lives, including their past, present, and future,
focusing on how they make sense of the meanings they give to the stories they tell” (Kim, 2016
p.125). This form of narrative inquiry treats participants as active interpreters of their lived
experiences instead of simply reporting their life stories to the researcher (Kim, 2016). The goal
of biographical research is to understand how participants understand and interpret their lived
experiences in combination with an examination of lived experiences to historical, social, and
cultural environments where their experiences occur (Kim, 2016).
Procedures
Sampling. A small, purposeful sample of students were recruited based on a set of
predetermined criteria known as criterion sampling (Schuh & Upcraft, 2001). The criteria used to
select participants are as follows:
•
•
•
•

Minimum of 18 years of age
Currently enrolled at Arboreal State University 4
Must have completed at least one term at Arboreal State University
Must have transferred from a two-year community college
The criteria for this study were selected for specific reasons. Having students be 18 years

of age and currently enrolled at Arboreal State University were to keep in line with IRB
guidelines. It was important for research participants to have completed at least one term at
Arboreal State University in order for the individuals to have had time to begin to develop a
sense of belonging, since the first few weeks of a student’s experience are so tumultuous

4

Arboreal State University is the fake name given to the host institution in order to further
protect
the identity of participants in the study.
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(Rendón, 2002). Having transferred from a two-year community college was a criterion in order
to focus the scope of the study, as there are a multitude of transfer pathways for students, and
stay in line with current events during the Obama administration mentioned in chapter 1 (Crisp,
2016; Schuh, et. al, 2011).
Research site. The research study was conducted at a large public, land grant, research
based four-year institution, in the state of Oregon in the United States. All interviews and focus
groups were conducted on the host institutions campus which for the purpose of this thesis I have
named Arboreal State University.
Participant Recruitment and Selection. Before beginning data collection, the study was
submitted to the host institutions Institutional Review Board (IRB) for approval. My Principal
Investigator, Erich Pitcher, and I received approval on November 2, 2017 and began recruitment
at the host institution in January 2018. I implemented multiple recruitment strategies in order to
recruit a wide variety of community college transfer students from across campus. I utilized three
different recruitment strategies for this study including flyering, email blasts, and social media
posts. Flyers were hung across campus, including all academic buildings and cultural centers. I
also emailed student affairs professionals and academic advisors at the host institution requesting
they send an IRB approved message to any students who they thought may meet the study
criteria. Thirdly, I made posts on social media in an attempt to reach as many students as
possible. An approved IRB message was posted on my personal page and several ASU specific
pages asking individuals to contact me if they met the criteria and/or spread the word to others
about my study. A copy of each recruitment method can be found in Appendix C, D, and E.
By posting recruitment flyers on campus, social media posts, and targeted outreach
through email to student affairs professionals on the host institutions campus I was able to recruit
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fourteen participants to participate in the entirety of the study. All participants were able to
contact me via the email address provided on the recruitment materials. Three students
contacted me after I had completed the data collection phase of the study so they were unable to
participate. All participants in the study met the criteria for participation described earlier.
Researcher Reflexivity
Before moving forward with an explanation of the research procedures it is important to
discuss and acknowledge my role and personal identities as a researcher of this topic. As I shared
in chapter 1, I was eager to conduct this research study because the focus is on a student
population and issue area that I am passionate about. However, first it was important for me to
reflect on how my own power, privilege, and biases may show up throughout the process which
is also known as self-reflexivity (Tracy, 2010). It was important for me to complete a qualitative
study in order to disrupt power dynamics because according to Creswell (2007) “we conduct
qualitative research when we want to empower individuals to share their stories, hear their voices
and minimize the power relationships that often exists between a researcher and participants in a
study” (p. 40) To further de-emphasize the power relationship, present between researcher and
participant the researcher must collaborate directly with participants through a review of the data
analysis which I did through member checking after all data collection was completed(Creswell,
2007; Tracy, 2010).
Since I was not a transfer student myself, I will never know the experience of being a
transfer student. I was very aware that this fact could influence the study from the beginning. I
was an out-of-state student who knew no one at the start of both my undergraduate and graduate
school experiences so I can empathize with transfer students on feelings of isolation and
loneliness but also am aware our experiences are vastly different. This is the core reason I chose
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a narrative inquiry methodology, in order to ensure my participants stories were at the forefront
of the research. I also made sure to ask participants if there were any pieces of their experiences
that I was not thinking about and offered an opportunity for them to provide other topic areas
related to the main issue (transfer students and sense of belonging) at the end of each one-on-one
interview. I saw this factor of my identity show up throughout the data collection phase because
participants in the study would often use acronyms or slang associated with being a transfer
student (in Oregon specifically) and I would have to ask participants to further explain what they
were referencing, since most of what they were discussing was not in alignment with my own
experience as a non-transfer student.
My race was also an important factor for me to consider as a researcher. I identify as
white, which is an identity that holds great power and privilege in the world and in the field of
research. I was most aware of how my race might be impacting data collection during a focus
group (described below) where there was a heated debate happening between a few of the
participants about a white supremacist on campus who held a leadership position. The debate
escalated quickly and I had to deviate the conversation back to the original question. It was clear
that everyone in the room felt uncomfortable based on body language and the lack of willingness
to share for the moments following the debate. The debate was racially charged and I had a
responsibility as the researcher to ensure the safety of everyone in the room. As a white person, I
had the responsibility to make it clear to the white identified folks that racist comments would
not be allowed in that space, whether there were people of color present or not, it was not
acceptable. I de-escalated the debate by interjecting and asking those involved to continue the
conversation outside of the space if they felt passionately enough. The conversation was not
relevant to the issue we were there to discuss that day and it was important to move on to other
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questions. This racially charged situation made me reflect a great deal on my own racial identity
and how I show up in spaces as a white person and as a researcher and the responsibility I have
to ensure a space where people feel challenged to push themselves but their safety is also a top
priority.
Data Collection
Interviews. For my method of data collection, I conducted two forms of data collection.
The first being one-on-one semi-structured interviews that were audiotaped and transcribed
afterwards. Each interview lasted between 25 and 45 minutes and fourteen students participated.
The goal was to elicit the participants sharing their stories as transfer students through interviews
(Creswell, 2007). A copy of the interview questions can be found in Appendix G, for your
convenience I have provided a few sample questions below along with a short description on the
logic behind the question.
The first three questions were developed to gain an understanding of who the participant
is, how their postsecondary educational journey began, and why they were at Arboreal State
University. For example, I asked, “Tell me about your path as a transfer student. Where did you
start? Why?
The next five questions delved deeper into the participants experience as a transfer
student with a specific focus on the individuals experience with Arboreal State University. An
example from these five questions is, “Thinking back to when you first transferred to Arboreal
State University, did you experience any challenges? If so, what were they?”
The next three questions sought to gain an understanding of the participants feelings of
belonging and how that feeling either developed or what experiences hindered that
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development. To address these points, I asked questions such as, “When you think about your
experiences at ASU, were there times you felt you belonged? What happened? When? Where?”
The concluding two questions were asked to ensure each participant had the opportunity
to discuss the pieces of their experience as a transfer student that may not have been addressed in
the earlier questions, as well as providing the opportunity for participants to give feedback to me
on concepts or questions related to the topic that were lacking from the interview. For example, I
asked, “Throughout this interview we have talked a lot about your experience as a transfer
student. Are there any pieces of your experience that we have not talked about that you would
like to discuss?”
Focus Groups. After I completed a one-on-one interview with each student, I hosted
focus groups with them for participants to open up about their experiences in a different setting.
Due to the number of participants and availability, I hosted three focus groups, they ranged from
3-6 people in size and lasted between 45 and 90 minutes. All fourteen research participants
participated in both the one-on-one interviews and the focus groups. It was intentional to do both
one-on-one interviews and focus groups to provide different formats that might allow
participants to be more open, comfortable, and vulnerable. Everyone’s needs and preferences are
different and by doing one-on-one interviews and focus groups participants had different settings
in which they could share their experiences. I felt that these two formats would result in a richer
study and allow participants to feel more comfortable with me as the researcher to be vulnerable
and share their stories.
As with the one-on-one interview questions the focus group questions can be found in
Appendix H. I have included a sample of the questions below for your convenience and
included a short explanation for the rationale behind asking these questions.
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The first five questions sought to further explore the participants experience with the
transfer process at Arboreal State University. In particular, these questions aimed to gather
information on specific processes at the institution that impacted student’s experiences. For
example, I asked, “What strategies have you used to overcome barriers or challenges you have
experienced at the institution?”
The following three questions were asked in order to gain a deeper understanding of what
impacted the participants development of sense of belonging with a specific focus on their
emotions and individual pieces of their identities. I asked questions such as, “Are there any other
pieces of your identity (outside of being a transfer student) (age, race, ethnicity, gender,
sexuality, ability, etc.) that impact your sense of belonging or sense of community at Arboreal
State University?”
The final question provided a final opportunity for participants to share or elaborate on
any pieces of their experience as a transfer student that they did not feel was adequately covered
throughout the one-on-one interview and focus group. I asked, “Is there anything else that you
would like to share about your transfer student experience that you have not shared already?”
In order to capture the entirety of each interview and focus group, I audio recorded each
session. Audio recordings were a mandatory component of participating in the study, which all
participants were made aware of before the audio recordings began. I utilized audio recordings to
capture the interviews and focus groups to be a more engaged researcher focusing solely on the
participant during the interview. I took brief notes throughout each interview and noted any
follow up questions needed. I asked participants the pre-determined interview questions sampled
above in a private on-campus public space. These spaces were private and the door remained
closed throughout the entirety of each interview and focus group to allow for privacy. Finally, I
F

THE TRANSFER STUDENT EXPERIENCE

37

recorded all data onto transcripts and stored each transcript in an online secure location to be
used for analysis.
Narrative inquiry is a collaboration between the researcher and participants to understand
an experience of phenomenon (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). To achieve a more collaborative
process I contacted all participants via email for a follow up interview for member checking to
ensure the accuracy of the data after each one-on-one interview and focus group were
transcribed. According to Schuh (2001) member checking is “taking initial interpretations,
findings, and descriptions back to the participants from whom they were derived to determine
whether they are accurate from the participants point of view” (p. 169). Participants were given
seven days to respond and if they did not respond by the given deadline their contributions were
considered correct and I moved forward with the analysis process.
Data Analysis
In order to make sense of the data collected in a meaningful way, I needed to analyze the
researcher thoroughly. Schuh (2009) provides seven steps based on Creswell’s (2007)
recommendations for data analysis that provide a structure for organizing data. I chose to follow
these seven steps in order to analyze the data through a thorough and rigorous process. The first
step is organizing and preparing all of the data, then reading through all of the data, and thirdly
beginning the analysis with a coding process. Then a researcher must describe the participants,
setting, categories, and themes as well as determining how categories and themes will be
represented. Next the researcher needs to interpret and make meaning of the data and finally
connect the categories and themes back to the research question (Schuh, 2009). These seven
steps, and how I utilized them in my analysis, are laid out in more detail below.
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Step One. The first step in analyzing data is to prepare the data and organize it in order
for it to be analyzed. I chose to transcribe my own interviews and focus groups in order to
become more familiar with my data and be able to review the data throughout the transcribing
process (Schuh, 2009). I kept all transcriptions and field notes in electronic files in a password
protected storage system where they were separated into different folders to keep them organized
(Schuh, 2009).
Step Two. In order to get an overall sense of the data the researcher must read through all
of the data (Schuh, 2009). Reading and rereading the data allows the researcher to become more
familiar and intimate with the data (Schuh, 2009). I first read the data in its entirety before
forming any kind of connections (Schuh, 2009). I then reread all transcripts several times in
order to begin drawing connections between the narratives which then led into the coding
process.
Step Three. The third step of the analyses process is the coding process (Schuh, 2009).
Coding provides a system for the analyzer to organize and categorize the data to prescribe
meaning to the data in a way that relates back to the research question (Miles, Huberman, and
Saldaña, 2014; Schuh, 2009). The coding process was a time where I was able to deeply reflect
on what I was finding in the data and retrieve the most meaningful sections of data (Miles, et. al.,
2014). I first assigned codes to larger chunks of data to identify recurring patterns or themes and
then paired the themes down to create a smaller cluster of patterns or sub codes (Miles, et. al.,
2014). I found sub coding to be necessary because my larger themes required more extensive
categorizing (Miles, et. al., 2014).
Forming codes and sub codes is known as pattern coding, which according to Miles,
Huberman, and Saldaña (2014) has several important functions. It allows for the ability to
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condense large amounts of data into smaller more manageable analytic units (Miles, et. al.,
2014). This process helped me to create a cognitive map that was constantly evolving and
integrated an understanding of local incidents and interactions into the data analysis (Miles, et.
al., 2014). Finally, it laid the groundwork for me to analyze data across cases, in this study
across each participants transfer experience and development of sense of belonging, so common
themes could emerge (Miles, et. al., 2014). Pattern codes look like categories or themes, causes
or explanations, relationships among people, and theoretical constructs, all of which were pieces
of my analysis (Miles, et. al., 2014). Patterning often happens naturally because this is how
human beings habitually process information but pattern coding allows for a deeper more
rigorous in-depth analysis of patterns across participants experiences (Miles, et. al., 2014). I
included the mind map I created in order to visually see the patterns and themes I was drawing
from the data.

Figure 2: Process Map
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Step Four. This step involves providing descriptions of participants, settings, and themes
which can be found in my chapter 4 and chapter 2 provides a description of settings (Schuh,
2009).
Step Five. Here I determined how categories and themes would be displayed within my
thesis. I identified themes in the data, provided a discussion on each theme, and provided support
for the theme through quotes or narrative passages from participants to connect the reader more
powerfully to the analysis (Schuh, 2009). I also included sub themes that connect to the main
themes in my analysis (Schuh, 2009).
Step Six. In this step, I interpreted and made meaning of the data (Schuh, 2009). All
interpretations of the data are supported with existing literature or theories as a guide (Schuh,
2009, Tracy 2010). In order to create meaningful data interpretation, I connected the literature,
research questions, and findings to each other (Tracy, 2010).
Step Seven. The final step involves ensuring goodness, trustworthiness, and rigor in the
findings (Schuh, 2009). It was important for me, as the researcher, to spend an appropriate
amount of time in the field in order to have a thoroughly done a credible study (Tracy, 2010). By
completing one-on-one interviews, focus groups, and follow-up member checking meetings with
participants I was able to spend a considerable amount of time in the field building rapport and
trust with participants and collecting rich and meaningful data (Schuh 2009; Tracy 2010). By
transcribing all of the data myself and reading and rereading all of the transcription I was able to
become familiar with the data, which led to meaningful and in-depth descriptions of my findings
(Tracy, 2010).
In order to stay true to my chosen methodology, narrative inquiry, I also implemented the
best practices Connelly and Clandinin (1990) suggest for narrative inquiry qualitative researchers
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in my analysis process. Connelly and Clandinin (1990) propose three tools for narrative inquiry
analysis: broadening, burrowing, and storytelling and restorying. Broadening consists of
identifying the broader contexts of the participants story (Kim, 2016). This involves looking at
the social, historical, and cultural factors in place which I accomplished in my chapter 2 (Kim,
2016). I found it important to introduce these factors in order to interpret the broader meaning of
the participants stories (Kim, 2016). Burrowing is used to hone in on the more specific details of
the data. Here, I paid attention to the participants emotions and feelings to gain an understanding
of the dilemmas participants faced and events or pieces of their environment that impacted their
experiences (Kim, 2016). During the burrowing phase, I asked myself why and how external
factors influenced the lived experiences of my participants. After the data was broadened and
burrowed I sought ways to story and restory the data in a way that centered the lived experiences
of the participants (Kim, 2016). Utilizing Schuhs’ (2009) seven steps of data analysis and
Connelly and Clandinins’ (1990) three tools for narrative inquiry analysis I was able to conduct a
thorough and rigorous analysis of the data collected.
Trustworthiness and Rigor
Other steps I took to ensure my data analysis was rigorous are; triangulation, peer
debriefing, and examining my positionality as a researcher (Schuh, 2009). In qualitative research,
triangulation occurs when data is collected using multiple methods and significant claims are
supported by multiple sources of data (Schuh, 2009; Tracy, 2010). I collected data through oneon-one interviews and focus groups and you will see my findings triangulated in chapter 4. When
one or more people who are not familiar with a study review the findings, and provide feedback
it is known as peer debriefing (Schuh, 2009). I utilized this strategy in order to ensure my
findings and interpretations where clear and accessible to those unfamiliar with the focus of my
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study. As stated earlier in the reflexivity section of this chapter examining my own identities as
the researcher was an important step in completing research both before and throughout the
research process (Schuh, 2009). All of these strategies were employed in order to have as rich,
ethical, and rigorous analysis process as possible while staying in the scope of the study.
Ethical Considerations
All research participants were asked to read through a verbal consent guide and give
verbal consent before proceeding with the interviews and focus groups. The consent form
outlines the potential risks of participating in the study, the measures taken to ensure their
privacy, and the IRB’s contact information in case they had more questions or concerns about
participating beyond what the student researcher could answer. A copy of the verbal consent
guide can be found in Appendix F.
To ensure the confidentiality of each participant involved in the study each participant
was asked to select a pseudonym that was associated with their responses. The participants first
and last names as well as their email addresses were stored in a separate folder from the records
of the interview sessions. I stored all audio and text files of the interviews and transcriptions in a
password-protected file in which only the researcher and primary investigator had access to.
Individual interviews and focus groups were held in private rooms on campus, where the door
remained closed. Transcriptions of the audio files took place in a private room using headphones
to further protect the confidentiality of all participants. Personally, identifiable information was
removed from the interviews and pseudonyms were used through the transcriptions.
Limitations of the Study
This study was limited in the fact that it only included students who had transferred from
a community college. In order to stay within the scope of the study I found it necessary to limit
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the study to only community college transfer student’s due to current events with the Obama
administration mentioned earlier in this chapter and in chapter 1 (Schuh, et. al, 2011) Through
further research and listening to my participants paths as transfer students I have gained a further
understanding of the complexities within the transfer process and encourage further research into
the multitude of paths transfer students take (Crisp, 2016).
Another limitation of this study is the racial makeup of the participants. The members of
this study are representative of the racial makeup of the host institution. However, as highlighted
in chapter 2 students of color often face increased feelings of isolation and lower matriculation
rates than white students (Davidson, 2013; Hurtado & Carter, 2003; Johnson, Soldner, Leonard,
Alvarez, Inkelas, Rowan-Kenyon, & Longerbeam, 2007; Strayhorn et. al., 2012). The findings of
this study hold a great amount of value but it is important to note that the voices of students of
color where in the minority in this study.
Conclusion
This study utilized semi-structured interviews and focus groups to gather stories
regarding the transfer student process and sense of belonging at four-year institutions. The
qualitative results from the study were best interpreted using a social constructivist epistemology
because of the nature of the study’s goal of exploring student’s experiences. The qualitative
results were analyzed using a coding process and categorized into themes. The following chapter
presents the results of the interviews and focus groups conducted with 14 participants, an
individual look at each student’s story, and the overarching themes that emerged from their
experiences in regards to sense of belonging.
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Chapter 4: Findings
The purpose of this chapter is to explore the experiences of community college transfer
students in relation to sense of belonging at four-year institutions through the sharing of their
narratives and the themes that developed from their testimonies. In this chapter, I respond to the
following research question:
How, if at all, do community college transfer students develop a sense of belonging at a
four-year university?
The secondary research questions include:
a) What resources, if any, are transfer students utilizing that impact the development of
sense of belonging?
b) What barriers are transfer students experiencing that affect their development of a
sense of belonging?
I respond to these questions by drawing on the data I collected and described in chapter 3.
Reframing the topic as explored in chapter 2
As described in chapter 2, there is a limited body of qualitative research on transfer
students in relation to sense of belonging. As it becomes increasingly important for individuals to
attain a baccalaureate degree students are pursuing a wide variety of enrollment patterns in order
to attain this goal (Crisp, 2016; Taylor, 2016). There has been an increase in the overall number
of transfer students across the nation, especially in the number of post-traditional learners. Posttraditional learners are students who are over the age of 25, working full-time, financially
independent, or connected with the military. Transfer students are often overlooked in the
university setting despite bringing an incredible amount of knowledge and value to institutions
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(Sóloranzo, et. al., 2005; Yosso, 2005). The lack of feeling valued and as though they belong
impacts a student’s emotional wellbeing and can even result in a student’s departure (Rosenberg
& McCullough, 1981; Strayhorn, 2012; Tinto, 1987). This study contributes to the existing body
of research discussed above by making meaningful connections through my data analysis and
expanding upon the understanding of sense of belonging in relation to transfer students. I deliver
my findings in this chapter through the narratives of the 14 participants in this study.
Participant Biographies
Ryan. Ryan is a 38-year-old White male from Oregon and a first-generation college
student. After bartending for close to twenty years, Ryan decided to go back to school with his
wife. For financial reasons and ease of access, the pair began at a community college. After
completing two-years at a community college in Oregon, he transferred to the host institution in
fall of 2017. He chose the institution because it has a strong program for his major, which is in
the engineering department. After two terms at the host institution, he has yet to develop a sense
of belonging. The needs of his family have made it difficult for Ryan to give any more time to
the university outside of attending classes and completing his coursework. Ryan feels that the
topic of belonging for transfer students is an important one, because institutions are overpromising and under-delivering on what transfer students will get out of their experience. He
states, “you are never going to write a check like you do for college.” Ryan is looking to find
social connection and get the most out of his time at the four-year institution, but has yet to find a
way to accomplish this in a way that meets his needs as an older student with familial
obligations. When asked if he felt a sense of belonging at Arboreal State University he
responded, “No I do not. But that does not mean I have stopped trying.”
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Aponi. After taking 11 years off school Aponi, a 38-year-old Native American and White
woman, decided to go back and attended a local community college in her hometown in Oregon.
She decided to go back slowly and began by paying out of pocket for her classes to hold herself
accountable to completing the courses. She earned her associate’s degree there and transferred to
the host institution last year because they had one of the best programs in the state for what she
wanted to study. At first, Aponi struggled to find her place at ASU, it was much larger than her
community college, and she was not used to the size of the campus and classes. She had an
advisor that she felt did not listen to her needs resulting in difficulty with academics her first
term. With a change of advisor and change of major, she began to make connections with others
at the university. When she found a mentor, and had an intensive internship, she began to
develop a sense of belonging and feels a strong sense of connection to her department. She will
be graduating in spring 2018 with her bachelor’s degree.
Bryce. Bryce, a 35-year-old White male from Oregon, began his higher education
journey at the host institution in 2001. After two terms, he made the decision to drop out of
school and join the military after the terrorist attack on September, 11th. For fourteen years he
served in the armed forces and attended several different institutions throughout that time, both
online and in person. When he transitioned out of the military he re-enrolled at the host
institution as a Fisheries and Wildlife student. Bryce was fortunate and had an academic advisor
that worked with him to get as many of his credits to transfer as possible and even helped him
form his own area of specialization in order to transfer in more credits. Since coming back to the
host institution in fall of 2016 he has been mixing in person and online courses. For Bryce, it was
difficult to enter back into the realm of higher education, not only being older but also being a
veteran. The following quote highlights Bryce’s experience with this difficulty, “I was 33 and
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that’s very difficult to come back in. My first course was a lower level course requirement and so
most of the students were 19, 20, maybe up to 22 in the class. So, coming back in and learning
how to adjust from not only being military as an officer where people did what I told them to, to
dealing with a lot younger people that do not have listen to me…it was a little difficult.” He has
been able to find community with the on-campus adventure leadership institute, it has been a
place where he can fit in despite being older than most of the people who utilize the service. It is
through his experiences there that Bryce has been able to develop a sense of belonging at the
institution.
Regina. Regina is a 45- year old White woman who is a first-generation college student.
She has attended multiple community colleges in Oregon and Washington. Along the way, she
earned two associate’s degrees and an accounting certificate. Not feeling that her prior
credentials were sufficient for the types of jobs she wanted to obtain, Regina decided to go back
to school for her bachelor’s degree. Regina has been at Arboreal State University since fall 2016
and plans on going on for her master’s after she completes her bachelor’s. At age 45, Regina has
found it challenging at times to make connections with her peers and keep up with current
technology. She feels she has had to play catch up by learning systems, such as Google docs,
which she had not used in her previous jobs or at the community colleges she attended, in order
to keep up with the younger students. Being able to meet with her academic advisor before
orientation to figure out her class schedule and taking a business course specifically designed for
transfer students, helped Regina tremendously with her transition into Arboreal State
University. She is driven, self-sufficient, and committed to advancing her education in any way
she can, despite not having a lot of support from her family. Regina does not feel the need to fit
in with everyone else but she has had a few shared collective experiences with her peers that
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have made her feel as though she belongs. For example, she figured out she did not need to take
the bus all the way around campus to get to her class, but could instead walk in a direct line with
the rest of the students and get where she needed to go in the same amount of time. She plugged
in her headphones, put on a good song, and walked to class like everyone else and it made her
feel like she was a part of the student body.
Kongu. Kongu, a 24-year-old Black and Hispanic male from Portland Oregon, decided to
begin his higher education journey out of state at a small private liberal arts college in Colorado.
After being suspended for academic performance reasons Kongu moved back to Oregon and
began taking classes at a community college in Portland, Oregon. He spent the next three years
working and taking classes to gain credits and boost his grade point average. Wanting to be with
his friends again, Kongu considered going back to Colorado but for financial reasons he decided
to transfer to the host institution and focus on his academics instead. Kongu is currently in his
second year at Arboreal State University and through a residential learning community he was
able to connect with others who love adventuring in the outdoors during his first term. It is
through this learning community, the on-campus adventure leadership institute, and physical
activity clubs that he has developed a sense of belonging by participating in activities that he is
passionate about and meeting people with similar interests. Kongu is expected to graduate in fall
2019 and remains committed to completing his degree as he feels if he stops now he will never
finish his bachelor’s and his journey with higher education will be over.
Quinten. Quinten is unique in the fact that he attended a community college outside of
his home state (Oregon) to play a collegiate sport. After doing some research, he realized how
expensive it would be to be a “walk-on” player at a four-year institution without an athletic
scholarship, so he decided to attend a community college where he could play the sport he loved.
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Quinten was able to live with a relative, which helped reduce the cost of attending college. While
at the community college, he was able to explore his options academically at a low-cost.
Following his two years at community college and one year at a private school in Oregon, he
ended up at Arboreal State University. He chose the institution because it was close to his
parents, a place where he had a few friends already established, and was affordable.
Transitioning from being a student athlete to just a student was difficult at first but caused
Quinten to self-reflect and figure out what he was passionate about. He remains physically active
through intramural sports and using the on campus recreational facilities and has explored other
hobbies he enjoys, such as skiing. It took a while for Quinten to secure housing in Corvallis and
for the first few months he was couch surfing with friends he had from high school in the area.
Eventually he found a place to live and has since settled in well to his life at the host institution
and feels as though he belongs. He wishes it was not so difficult to get a direct answer from
faculty and staff on campus and feels if he had not remained as persistent as he did he would not
have been as well adjusted as he is now. Quinten also gives credit to his advisor for helping him
communicate with other departments to get as many credits to transfer as possible and figure out
what requirements he had left to reach graduation.
Daisy. After a year at a small liberal arts college in the Midwest, Daisy, a 22-year-old
White woman, decided that she did not know what she wanted to do with her life and did not
want to keep spending large amounts of money on college tuition. She decided to take a year off,
live at home, work, and travel. This allowed her time to gain perspective and have life
experiences that were not possible if she was enrolled in school. After a year off, she moved
from the Midwest to the Pacific Northwest where she began taking classes at a community
college in Oregon. After three terms, she transferred to the host institution in fall of 2017 into the
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engineering department. For Daisy, the transition into Arboreal State University was difficult
because as an out-of-state student she knew no one and felt very alone. In Daisy’s interview she
stated, “all my courses were first year courses so immediately I felt very isolated in a lot of my
classes, because it does not feel like there is that much of a difference between 18 and 21, I mean
it’s only three years, but I was surprised how little I had in common with a lot of my classmates.”
This difficulty of connecting with her peers has been a continued challenge for Daisy throughout
her two terms at the host institution. Through various clubs and a new living situation she has
started to form meaningful social connections. Emma feels that developing a sense of belonging
takes time and feels that she is slowly but surely reaching a point where she feels as though she
belongs because she has begun to form friendships and built relationships in and outside of the
classroom.
Jacob. Jacob, a 22-year-old White male, was one of the few transfer students I
interviewed who lived in a residence hall when he transferred to the host institution. For him,
living in the residence hall helped connect him to campus in an easier and more meaningful way.
His experience in the residence hall and positive relationship with his Resident Assistant (RA)
led him to being an RA himself. Attending Arboreal State University was not the original path he
saw for himself. After completing two years at his local community college in Southern Oregon,
he had every intention of leaving the state to complete his bachelor’s degree. However, the
reality was that not enough of his credits where going to transfer and it would end up being
incredibly expensive. After applying to Arboreal State with a few of his friends, he decided that
financially attending Arboreal State was the right decision for him. It would be affordable and
they had the major he was interested in pursuing. A few years and major changes later, Jacob is
about to depart Arboreal State and head off to his next phase in life. Throughout our interview he
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was able to reflect on his time here and how being a transfer student shaped his experience in
college. He credits his development of belonging largely to his experiences in the residence halls
and the relationships he formed there. His afore mentioned RA helped connect him to other
transfer students when he first began at Arboreal State and through commiserating about their
shared difficulties with the transfer process, he formed meaningful friendships. Their similar
experiences and dedication to academics were what bonded them and led to Jacob’s support
system at Arboreal State. Most of his friends are transfer students and going through the process
together connected them in a way Jacob has not felt with non-transfer students.
Brooke. Brooke is a 22-year-old American Indian. As a native Oregonian, Brooke
decided to attend her local community college in Western Oregon before attending a four-year
institution. The small class sizes were appealing to her and she was a part of a scholar’s program
that completely covered her tuition at the community college she attended. Through this
scholar’s program she not only received tuition remission but also received transfer support and
professional development opportunities throughout her time in community college. This helped
prepare her for what was required and needed of her to have a smooth transfer process from
community college to a four-year institution. Brooke knew many people from her hometown and
the scholars program she was a part of at her community college when she transferred to
Arboreal State University. She also moved with her partner, which eased the social transition for
her. It was difficult at first to transition out of living at home to living independently and making
sure all bills were paid and basic needs were met. According to Brooke, “I feel like I belong
when I go to class and I’m engaging with people who have the same interests or the same goals
as me.” She has been able to find people with similar interests and goals not only through her
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coursework but also through various clubs, which as contributed to her sense of belonging at the
host institution.
Zander. Zander is a 23-year-old White male from Northeast Oregon. He transferred to
the host institution after two-years at a Washington community college just over the border near
his hometown, where he earned his associates degree. Zander is in his final year of school before
he earns his bachelor’s degree from the College of Fisheries and Wildlife. During his first two
years at Arboreal State University his mother was also a student at the institution and he lived
with her during this time. Zander found it difficult to make connections with his peers when he
first transferred and feels thankful to have had his mother’s support during that time. At one
point, mentioned in chapter 1, Zander considered dropping out of school. His classes were hard
and he did not have many friends to lean on. Luckily, his mother intervened and motivated him
to continue with his studies. Once he became more involved in his major and the club associated
with his major, where he held a leadership position, he has started to form necessary social
connections. By finding people within his major that have similar passions and career interests
he has developed a sense of belonging, but only within his department and not the institution as a
whole.
Nathan. Nathan is a 25-year-old biracial male from central California. He began
attending a community college in California directly out of high school. After an accident with
his car that made it difficult to get to work and school, as well as impacting him financially, he
decided to drop out. He then decided to enlist in the Marine Corps and spent the next five years
of his life in the armed forces. Throughout his time in the Marine Corps he took classes online
sporadically to help prepare himself for going to college, and when he felt ready, he left the
Marine Corps and applied to the host institution where he is now a student in the business
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college. In Nathan’s experience, “trying to make new friends was probably the most difficult
thing, and trying to transition from the military.” In an effort to make friends quickly, Nathan
decided to live in a residence hall at age 24 and found it to be difficult to connect with his peers.
Like Bryce, his transition out of the military into civilian life was an added challenge for Nathan.
“In the Marine Corps-actually all the military- it is very common for every other to be like ‘fuck’
or ‘shit’…so coming from a place like that and then going to college you have to be extremely
careful to no offend anyone with your words…I have to really think about my words every single
time I talk to somebody.” For Nathan, getting involved in various social groups that aligned with
his interests are what helped him with the transition the most. However, he has yet to form a
close connection with anyone in particular and has been seeking out more immersive experiences
in order to hopefully form more meaningful friendships and a deeper sense of belonging.
Alice. Alice is a 37-year-old White woman who has been a student in the forestry
department for a year and a half. She completed two associate’s degrees and a certificate at a
community college in her hometown in northern California before transferring to the host
institution. She is currently dually enrolled at the local community college to complete
prerequisite coursework she was not aware of before transferring. Alice has had a difficult time
developing a sense of belonging because when she first transferred she experienced exclusion
and bullying from her peers in her major. After a switch in majors, she is now starting to feel a
sense of belonging, but it fluctuates often. She has a mentor who has provided her support and
has made her feel cared about, which has made a noticeable different in her sense of belonging.
However, she is still looking to make connections with a few of her peers as she says, “I just
haven’t been able to branch off and find myself one good, solid friend.” Through community
service and involvement in clubs Alice is beginning to make those connections, but is not quite
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there yet and she is not sure if she ever will ever get there, based off her experiences thus far at
the host institution.
Karsen. Karsen, a 21-year-old White female from Oregon and is in the College of Public
Health at the host institution. For Karsen, she began attending her local community college while
still attending high school because she had met all of her graduation requirements and was
looking for a more expansive set of subjects to learn about. She was unable to graduate early
from high school due to a final course requirement that was only offered in the last semester of
the academic year. It had always been her plan to attend Arboreal State University as it had the
major she was interested in and was the most cost-effective option for her in the state. As a firstgeneration student, Karsen was very unsure what the college process was supposed to look like
and ended up doing much of the process on her own, utilizing the internet to seek answers to her
questions. Living in the residence halls helped Karsen with her transition into the host institution.
She was able to form friendships through her roommate and neighbor, which in turn led to
further engagement on campus. She now has an on-campus position where she works with the
local community to engage students in service learning opportunities. Through her connections
in the residence hall and at work, Karsen has developed a strong sense of belonging at the host
institution.
Rich. Originally from the east coast, Rich, a 45-year-old White male, ended up in
California working for Silicon Valley. After a few years, Rich decided that he did not want to
work in the technology field any longer and made the decision to go back to school and turn his
hobby of making honey wine into a profession. The host institution has a premier fermentation
studies program and Rich decided it was the place for him. After completing a cost comparison,
he realized it was too expensive to attend the host institution for all four-years so he began at a
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community college in Portland, Oregon. While there, he was able to enter a program that would
help him with the transfer process and ensure easier credit transfers. He was also able to connect
with faculty members and advisors in his desired program at the host institution due to his close
proximity. Being a careful planner, Rich completed three associate’s degrees during his time in
community college and was able to transfer to the host institution with a plan in place for
finishing his four-year degree in a timely manner. Now a graduate student at Arboreal State
University, Rich still feels the social aspect of higher education has been one of the most
challenging parts of his experience. According to Rich, “transfer students have no social
integration.” It was and has been difficult for him to find collective experiences to share with his
peers. The result has been that Rich feels a sense of belonging in his academic department and
felt a sense of belonging in the clubs he was a part of during his time as an undergraduate
student, but it was not until his graduation, when he was sitting with his peers all wearing
essentially the same uniform and there for the same purpose, that he felt he had an experience
that made him feel like he belonged to the university.
Findings
In order to address each of the research questions, I developed the following themes:
feeling of connectedness, sense of importance, and validation of experiences. The first theme is
concerned with various factors such as forming relationships with peers and distance of transfer
and how each factor impacted participants’ development of belonging. The second theme, sense
of importance, looks at the treatment participants in the study received upon arriving to campus
by peers, faculty, and staff, and the overall campus environment, and the result of those
experiences. The third theme is validation of experiences, which is where I discuss how the
validation of transfer students’ lived experiences plays an important role in sense of belonging
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development. Taken together, I find that students in this study were overall, in their own way,
able to develop some form of sense of belonging at the four-year institution. However,
developing a sense of belonging did not occur without challenges and many participants only
feel a sense of belonging in specific contexts on campus rather than at the institution as a whole.
I will now discuss each theme and its sub themes in turn.
“The social component is critical to success”: Feelings of Connectedness
According to Maslow (1954), when our safety and psychological needs are satisfyingly
met, then our bodies and minds switch to needing love and belonging. As stated previously,
sense of belonging is particularly important in environments and situations that are new and
unfamiliar, such as entering into a new college environment (Strayhorn, et. al., 2012). We, as
human beings, need to feel as though we connect with others, to make friends, to have
community (Maslow, 1954).
Within this first theme, I explore two areas that seemed to influence participants’ feelings
of connectedness, namely connections with peers and distance of transfer. By connections with
peers, I mean the ability to form meaningful relationships with fellow students on campus. By
distance of transfer I mean how far away each individual student transferred from, in relation to
the host institution. Rich puts the importance of this theme into perspective with his statement,
“The social component is critical to success at college, not because you need to have friends to
be a whole person but because college is hard work and it requires a lot of emotional and mental
strength that is much easier to come by if you have a support network.”
Connecting with Peers. Consistently, participants in this study found it difficult to
connect with peers’ due to their being older and being more mature. Nearly all participants’
narratives reflect these challenges. In particular this showed up in one of the focus groups when I
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asked what the biggest challenge each participant has faced at the four-year institution. Nathan, a
25-year-old student, stated “I think for all transfer students fitting in is kind of difficult. When
you’re surrounded by 18-year-olds, they have a different mindset.” Ryan responded to Nathans
answer with a similar sentiment,
I can agree with what Nathan said because it is really hard to come in as non-typical
student and try to relate to the student body. Being told that your success is incumbent on
your ability to relate to your student body, like through study groups and social
interaction, is really hard when everyone is young enough to be my child.
Rich, a 36-year-old student, had a similar response to this question as Nathan and Ryan. He said,
“I feel the age thing is the number one problem...the age gap and how to interact with each other
is a constant adjustment for me.”
In another focus group these sentiments also showed up in participants responses to their
biggest challenges. Regina, a 45-year-old student, responded with these words,
I am older than a lot of the students so I have already been out in the workforce doing
some of the things that we are learning to some degree and sometimes it is hard to me to
relate to them because there are so many differences between us.
Daisy responded to Regina by stating,
I can relate to that. I mean I am only 21 but I am in class with mostly 18 and 19 year olds
and even that small gap can sometimes feel strange…I mean it is only three years but I
have been out in the world a little bit…and that has made me look at the world
differently.
Age served as a kind of proxy for having different priorities than younger students. Whether it be
that they are more focused on their academics, not interested in engaging in partying, have other
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commitments outside of school with work or family, or simply cannot find a way to connect,
each participant had their own difficulties finding a sense of place and developing friendships on
campus.
In addition to having different priorities due to age, participants also struggled to find
social connection because students at the institution seemed to already have set social groups
when they arrived at the host institution. Zander, a 23-year-old male, provides an example of
what this experience was like for him,
I did not have anybody or any friends, all my friends were small town people that had to
stay home and work for their families. All these people that I met here had already
developed their little cliques so I felt excluded and it was not until I started getting deeper
into my field that I started spending time with people and actually started making friends.
So, it was really hard to work hard in classes and not have anyone to talk to. It felt really
hard to keep going.
Consistent with prior studies, adult learners in this study faced difficulty connecting with peers
while balancing life, work, and academics (Bye, et. al, 2007; Merriam & Bierema, 2014). With
little to validate their experiences as adult learners’ participants in the study found it difficult to
find the motivation to put in extra effort to form connections as evidenced in the data above.
There are ways that participants in the study were able to make social connections with
their peers, including finding people with similar interests through pursuing various hobbies,
clubs and organizations, and finding people with similar academic and career goals within their
major. Regina states, “Being a part of club on campus helps me feel like I belong.” Brooke
states, “I feel like I belong when I go to class and I’m engaging with people who have the same
interests or the same goals as me.” This is consistent with Tinto’s (1987) model of integration
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and Astin’s (1993) theory of student involvement which suggest that involvement is positively
correlated with academic success retention, and persistence.
Social connections were deepened based on the level of involvement of the student.
Those who had participated in transformative learning experiences showed a heightened sense of
connectedness to peers and in turn a heightened sense of belonging. “Transformative learning
occurs when the way we make meaning of experience changes, that is, our meaning-making
process has become transformed into one that is more accommodating of our real-world
experience.” (Merriam & Bierema, 2014, p. 107) Transformative learning experiences reflect a
reciprocal relationship between in classroom learning and lived experiences, so it should not be a
surprise that this form of learning experience resonated with transfer students. These
transformative experiences provide a way for them to bring in their outside expertise and
knowledge while contributing to a group, resulting in deeper connection being formed. Examples
of transformative learning experiences that showed up in the participants’ narratives include:
leadership positions, internships, immersive trips taken with the institution, and service-learning
opportunities.
Distance of Transfer. Based on the experiences of participants, geography, specifically
in the form of distance from community college to the host institution, seemed to play a role in
students’ adjustment to the four-year institution. In general, I find that the farther a student
transferred from, the more difficulty they had acclimating to campus, life in Oregon, creating
social connections, and finding access to resources on campus. For example, Alice, an out of
state transfer student, stated that, “It was hard. I left my family. I left my friends...just trying to
find friends was a really hard thing…if you were to ask me in comparison to my social friends at
home versus my social friends now I’m probably at a 2%, if that.” Similarly, Daisy, another out
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of state transfer student, said “I come from so far away…I don’t know anyone here…so trying to
make friends was very, very hard in the first term.”
Distance of transfer also impacted students having access to campus resources prior to
their first day on campus. Those that were more local were able to meet with their advisors
earlier than their orientation date, which allowed them to begin to build that relationship in a low
stress environment, identify what credits were going to transfer and which ones they needed to
petition, and select courses to register for. The students who were in a closer radius were also
able to attend an earlier orientation date, which allowed them to register for classes earlier. The
impact this has on a student’s experience showed up in Brooke’s interview when she stated, “I
was pretty well planned out when I transferred here. I’d already met with an advisor and did the
orientation program. I already had my schedule laid out and knew what I was going to do and
what I needed.” In comparison to Brooke, Daisy, an out of state transfer student had this
experience,
I did orientation just a couple days before coming to ASU, it was the last available one.
During orientation, I once again felt like it was very difficult because I felt like a tiny fish
in a big sea…I was coming into a place that I already expected to be a bit lost in…and
then throughout orientation I got overwhelmed. I got that feeling like “I do not know how
to do this, I do not know how to handle this.”
The students who were moving to campus right before their first term often attended the last
available orientation, which impacted their ability to get into the classes they needed and every
single one of them felt as though they were rushed through the orientation. Across the board
participants felt the main concern of the institution was on if they had paid their tuition bill, not
getting them acclimated to campus.
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In addition to distance, familiarity with the local community where the host institution
was located seemed to influence participants’ experiences. Most of the students who were
unfamiliar with the town the university resides in had difficulty finding housing. This is
exacerbated by the high cost of housing in the local area. Given how price conscious students
were (as indicated by going to a community college), availability and affordability of housing in
the areas close to campus created unique challenges for participants’. Talking through what this
experience was like for her, Daisy said, “housing is especially difficult if you don’t have a car
and are trying to live closer to campus.” When Alice was asked what challenges she experienced
as a transfer student she shared,
Finding a place to live was probably the hardest, just because you do not know where you
are coming into. You do not know where the school is at…and this university alone is
ginormous…so finding a place to live was a challenge.
These statements indicate how challenging it is for students who are transferring from a faraway
distance to locate housing that meets their needs. This challenge of finding housing means that
students are entering into the university environment already stressed about a key component of
their basic needs being met.
While on-campus housing is reasonably affordable, this was not an option for all
participants in this study. Especially for older transfer students, the thought of living in a
residence hall was not especially appealing, nor were they required to do so by the institution. As
Regina put it, “The idea of living in a dorm is so against who I am that I would not have done
it…I need my private space and sharing that (private space) with someone that I do not know, I
would not have been comfortable with that.” Adult learners often have responsibilities off
campus that prohibits their ability to live on campus such as family and/or work responsibilities.
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It is necessary for adult learners to have off campus housing options and equally important for
institutions implement policies that allow this option such as Arboreal State University.
While Jacob, Karsen, Andre, and Nathan all lived on campus, as such they did not have
difficulty finding housing, but a few of them did face challenges in the residence hall, including
being an older student. Nathan said, “I decided that the quickest way to make friends was to go
to the dorm and when you are 24 rooming with an 18-year-old it is actually really difficult…your
priorities are very different.” Jacob said, “I lived in the sophomore and above residence hall so
they were not pushing all of the resources (on-campus) as much because a lot of people were just
second/years living on campus.” Taken together, these quotes suggest that living on campus as
an older transfer student makes it harder to create social connection and can have a negative
impact on acclimation to campus.
Additionally, participants who had previous knowledge of the town could find housing
easier and were typically happier with their initial living situation than others. Or, they were able
to seek out more creative options to their housing difficulties. For example, Quinten said “it was
hard for me to find a place to live when I first got here. I moved here in the summer so for the
first few month I was literally couch surfing between some buddy’s houses.” This suggests that
familiarity with the area and having a support system in the area can play a role in how
successful a students’ transfer will be.
Another benefit of closer proximity for transfer students in this study seemed to the
ability to have preexisting social relationships at the institution, than students who transferred
from a farther distance away. Brooke stated that “I like the location (of the host institution)…I
like being close to home…a lot of people that I went to high school with go here too.” Likewise,
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Quinten said “I have quite a few friends here that I can relate to that I had from high school, so it
was a little easier transition.”
“From the outsiders’ perspective, it seemed welcoming”: Sense of Importance
For college students entering into a new environment and phase of development, sense of
belonging takes on a heightened level of importance (Strayhorn, et. al., 2012). A main
component of sense of belonging is feeling a sense of importance (Strayhorn, et. al., 2012).
When people feel that they are important they feel that they are noticed by others, appreciated,
and respected (Schlossberg, 1989). This theme and discussion look at how participants were
welcomed to campus, advocated for by advisors, professors, and mentors, and received by other
on campus resources.
For my second theme, I investigate how sense of belonging impacts the way in which a
transfer student is oriented to campus and the role on-campus advocates play. By orientation, I
mean how students are treated when they step foot on campus and throughout the initial
transition period. By on-campus advocates I mean faculty and staff who support transfer
students by meeting their specific needs and going the extra mile to acclimate them to their new
environment.
Orientation. All incoming, new students to the institution are required to attend an
orientation at the host institution. Orientation sessions are offered at various times over the
summer. These sessions are a full day and involves registering for classes. This orientation is an
important piece of the transfer process because it sets the tone for what kind of environment
students are entering into.
Transfer students are separated from first-year students for part of the day but as
discussed in chapter 2, there are a wide variety of pathways transfer students are coming from.
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Based on the experiences of the participants in this study, there was an overall discontentment
with the orientation process. Ryan articulated this sentiment in his focus group session by saying,
I was really disappointed by the orientation. I took a morning off of work, drove all the
way out here form central Oregon, and was put in a room with 2,000 17-year-olds with
their parents and it was a pep rally. It was a waste of my time and effort and it cost me a
day of my life, I resent that.
For students like Ryan, taking the time off work and the expense of coming to campus means
orientation needs to add value to his education.
Like Ryan, many participants in this study felt as though they were rushed through the
orientation process and the main focus was on if they had paid their tuition bill, not orienting
them to life on campus. Ryan spoke to this in his one-on-one interview,
From my viewpoint how it felt was, “Is the check in the mail? “Is the check in the mail?”
“Is it clear?” “Checks clear?” “Okay off my desk”…I thought we would talk about
transfer student issues, transfer students’ logistics and timeline, and a schedule of the
process of wat was going to happen and that just didn’t happen.
Many participants did not even receive a tour of campus during their orientation and felt even
that one small difference would have drastically improved their experience. The host institution’s
campus is quite large and in comparison to the average size of a community college’s campus it
is enormous. Aponi spoke to this issue when she said, “It was kind of shell shocking…I wish
they had prepared me for how much bigger and how much faster pace it would be.” This
seemingly lack of preparation had broader implications.
Something as simple as becoming familiar with the name of the buildings on campus
impacted the way participants felt in regards to sense of belonging. In the focus group when
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asked what made them feel as though they belonged at the host institution Quinten, Regina, and
Daisy all mentioned knowing the names of buildings. Quinten said, “Each building has its own
nickname, so once I figured that out I started to feel my sense of belonging.” Something as
simple as sharing building acronyms would have been helpful. It seems to me that despite there
being a transfer orientation, little attention is paid to the context of the transfer student
experiences. Similarly, Regina responded to Quinten statement by stating, “I know where the
buildings are, which is a big deal.” Daisy also discussed how knowing the names of buildings
was a component of her feeling a sense of place,
More and more I feel as though I belong here at (host institution). I didn’t feel that way
last term but the more people I meet, the more friends I make, the more buildings I get to
know…the more I feel like it is my place.
Together these narratives highlight the importance of being able to navigate campus and know
the names of buildings, as well as how that impacts students sense of place. The seeming lack of
attention to the specific needs of transfer students, left students disappointed and did not serve as
an especially supportive welcome to campus.
Unifying moments. The way students are welcomed to campus is often through the
practice of rituals, such as orientation. Rituals help people make sense of transition periods, they
help people understand that they are not only who they were in the past, but are part of a future
(Schlossberg, 1989). Ceremonies help to define who the person is in a new environment
(Schlossberg, 1989). In a university setting this often looks like a convocation ceremony or the
incoming first-year class taking a photo together. The problem is that for transfer students, there
are no rituals to transition them into the university. Instead they are often lumped in with
traditions and rituals universities have for first-year students and even then, only transfer students
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who enter an institution in the fall has that opportunity. As Jacob puts it, “I felt excluded from
first-year activities...they were saying first-year students but not first-year and transfer and just
that one word really made me not go even though it’s for everyone who is starting their journey
here. That was hard because I felt like I didn’t have the normal connections that everyone else
was able to make.”
Transfer students are made to feel even further marginalized by these rituals due to lack
of inclusion. For the participants in this study, there were no rituals in place to affirm or validate
their transition into the host institution that resulted in them feeling like an outsider (Schlossberg,
1989). Emma describes her experience participating in a first-year photo ritual at the host
institutions football stadium:
I started to walk and tried to chat with some people around me and again noticed that
they were all freshman and they somehow already had their friends...I got halfway to the
stadium and I was like “I don’t feel like I should be here right now.” It is definitely a
freshman deal.
These rituals, meant to unify people, are leading to further marginalization of transfer students
and negatively impacting sense of belonging.
On Campus Advocates. When prompted in one-on-one interviews to discuss what or
who assisted with each participants transfer experience Jacob, Quinten, Bryce, Brooke, Regina,
and Rich all spoke of their positive experiences with their academic advisors. Often transfer
students have difficulty transferring credit into a four-year institution from their previous
institutions (Wang, 2016). So, the process of getting credits to count is incredibly important for
transfer students in order to not be wasting time and money. Jacob said this about his academic
advisor, “She really helped me with figuring out what I needed...I had to petition (credits) so she
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helped me with that.” Likewise, Quinten said, “My advisor has helped me quite a bit...through
the process of transferring and helping me communicate with other departments to see what
courses fit where and what requirements I still need to obtain in order to get my degree.”
Together these statements show how Jacob and Quinten’s advisors advocated for the two of them
to set them up in the best possible way for degree completion at the four-year institution.
Aponi had a different experience than Jacob and Quinten. Her first advisor experience at
the institution almost had very serious consequences for her future. She was put into classes that
she did not feel as though she was ready for but was assured by her advisor that she would be
fine. Even though she expressed concern and communicated to her advisor that she did not feel
ready her feelings and fears were ignored. Aponi shared, “I actually almost flunked out my first
year.” For a while Aponi felt as though she was on an “individual journey” at Arboreal State
University.
It was only recently that Aponi found an advocate in one of her professors who saw
potential in her. Instructors play an important role in shaping the environment students enter into
on a college campus. When prompted to discuss who supported them on campus; Aponi, Ryan,
Alice, Zander, Rich, Brooke, and Regina all spoke about positive interactions with faculty
members at the institution and how they felt supported and welcomed by them. As mentioned
above Aponi had an experience with an instructor that positively impacted her sense of belong.
She stated,
I would say I did not feel like I belonged until last spring when a teacher saw something
in me and then he took it to the next step and introduced me to my boss and that got me
an internships and now its leading into a whole new open door.
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Similarly, Regina said, “Instructors have taken time out of their day that were not during office
hours to meet with me if needed.” Additionally, Brooke stated in the focus group, “I feel like
despite how big the classes here are the professors-well my professors- they have been helpful.
They hold open office hours and will make time if you can’t meet during their office hours. They
have been really flexible.” By faculty members taking extra time to help and assist students,
students feel as though they are a priority to that instructor. This special care instructors show
reveals to students that their instructors care about their success and thus makes students feel
important.
However, a faculty member does have the capability to make a student feel unimportant.
Bryce had an experience where he was classified as an online student for the term and wanted to
come into campus to speak with one of his instructors. Bryce said, “I had one professor that said
his office hours were for campus students only and if I wanted to drive in to try and talk to him
during his office hours if a campus student came in and wanted to talk to him I would have to
stop what I was doing with him and wait.” This practice is against university policy and showed
Bryce that his instructor did not see him as a priority, resulting in Bryce feeling disappointed and
unimportant.
Other on campus advocates that had a positive impact on participants of the study and
their development of sense of belonging includes mentors. Sense of belonging reflects the social
support that students perceive on campus; it is a feeling of connectedness, that one is important
to others, that one matters.” (Strayhorn, 2012, p. 305) The feeling of importance and that a
person matters that Strayhorn (2012) speaks of, was present in many of the participants’
narratives when they were discussing various mentors they have on campus. Alice, Aponi, and
Ryan all brought up how important it has been for them to have mentors. Alice described a
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conversation she had with her mentor while on a field assignment and her mentor told her, “The
right people will like you. We like you.” This interaction was a big step for Alice as she had been
struggling to make friends. She said, “I left that day feeling like I truly belonged.” Similarly, the
boss Aponi spoke of above ended up becoming her mentor and has led to a research opportunity
for her post-graduation. She says this about her experience with her internship and working with
her mentor,
Getting that internship made me feel like I really belonged where I was because they are
really nice…That is when I started to feel like I was fitting in because I understood the
material. I was like, “Oh, I know this!”
These mentors who may not have started out as assigned mentors but evolved into the role and
believed in Alice and Aponi which led to a sense of belonging for each of them.
Ryan, who has not been able to find a mentor at the time of his one-on-one interview,
said this about his desire to have a mentor, “I have actually approached my academic advisor,
looking a mentor for myself. Being a first-generation college student coming in as a transfer
student can be daunting. Especially if you feel a sense of isolation.” In the focus group Ryan
shared that he had been matched with a potential mentor and would be meeting with them soon
to see if it would be a good match and be what he was looking for. As shared earlier, Ryan does
not feel a sense of belonging at Arboreal State University and by looking at Alice and Aponi’s
experiences it is clear that having a mentorship can positively impact development of belonging.
I am hopeful that Ryan has been able to move forward with a mentor and his personal
development of belonging.
Another area that played a role in students feeling of connectedness on campus was on
campus resources. It was a common thread among the participants that they did not know what
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many of the on-campus resources were on campus and more importantly they felt unsure on how
to access them. Daisy shares how she was feeling after going through the orientation process at
Arboreal State University,
It kind of had me in a bit of a shock for the rest of my first term…realizing that there
were all of these resources out there, but not realizing how to get them. Not knowing how
to reach out and actually take advantage of all those resources…it has taken a little while
to get past that original shock of just feeling lost in such a big school.
In particular, several participants shared that they were not aware of the free on-campus
counseling resources. As stated in chapter 2, lack of sense of belonging can negatively impact a
student’s mental and emotional health so knowing these free resources are available and how to
access them is incredibly important (Strayhorn, et. al., 2012). Jacob said, “I did not know about
the counseling and psychological services for the first term.” Similarly, Daisy shared,
The services that out student health offers I had not heard about at all. Not until just a
couple of months into my fall term. And had I known about them I think I really would
have taken advantage of them coming in here those first couple of months. If nothing else
just to have someone to talk to.
Taken together these testimonies highlight the issue of students not knowing about or being able
to access important resources as well as the need for students to have access to resources, in
particular resources that support students emotional, mental, and physical wellbeing.
A few did try to access resources specifically associated with their identities. Bryce, a
veteran with a disability recounts his experience,
I don’t feel that they have a very good veterans outreach program. They have a lounge.
There’s no one in there except a couple of veterans who go sit in there on their own but
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there’s no one really in charge of it that can be there and help veterans work through
issues…when I went into their admin location to ask them a few questions there was
hardly anyone there that could help get my questions answered…Most of us who had
been deployed have injuries, stuff like that, I’m actually disabled. There doesn’t seem to
be anything at (the host institution) to help that. There’s the Disability Access Services
but for the most part they don’t have the resources I require…There’s no one I can go to,
to talk to, that I feel is out there for PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder), or any kind of
traumatic event military wise. You could have a psychiatrist or a counselor but it is a lot
different when it is combat-related and to talk to someone who has no experience with
combat related stuff gets hard.
As stated in chapter 2, veterans have unique challenges they face such as post-traumatic stress,
acclimating to civilian life, and physical and mental disabilities. Bryce’s testimonies shows how
important it is for the needs of veteran students to be met through having access to on campus
resources that are actually set up to assist them not lead to further difficulty and marginalization.
“If I had the choice again, I would not have come to ASU”: Validation of Experiences
Transfer students are often looked at with a deficit approach, that they are entering
school without the normative cultural knowledge and skills to achieve success (Yosso, 2005).
When in reality four-year institutions have not been set up to be inclusive to transfer students,
causing isolation and lack of belonging (Herrera & Jain, 2013; Patton, Renn, Guido, & Quaye,
2016; Réndon, 1994; Vasquez Urias, et. al., 2016).). Ryan highlights what this feels like for him,
It’s a system that is specifically not designed for me. It’s designed for people that are
younger and perhaps need a system that provides them with a sort of framework with
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how to deal with the workload because they probably are moving out of their parents’
house and do not have a whole lot of life experiences.
Similarly, Rich states,
If you are not a traditional walk-in the door at 19 in fall just after graduating from high
school, then the world is designed for you because frankly that is what the primary
consumer of college tuition is, a college student from high school. Transfer students,
nontraditional students, people coming from careers, all those folks have to integrate into
the stream and it requires extra work.
There are many preconceived notions that transfer students perform at lower academic levels
than non-transfers and lack drive. Through my time in the field, with my research participants, I
can attest that this could not be farther from the truth. These transfer students have more drive
and ambition than any other student I have every interacted with and they will stop at nothing to
get their bachelor’s degree.
Anti-deficit thinking highlights the many strengths individuals from minoritized
backgrounds bring to the table (Yosso, 2005). When we combat deficit thinking it leads to new
ways of rational about what is important and valuable (Yosso, 2005). This leads to different
people’s experiences becoming validated on a more frequent level, since the dominant narrative
is being challenged (Yosso, 2005). I highlight how the invalidation of transfer student’s
experiences showed up in my participants narratives below through the deficit thinking approach
and the ways they resist against it.
Many transfer students are coming in with multiple associates’ degrees and various
certificates. They have not only had extensive experience in the classroom but have also been
working in various fields, including the ones they are studying. Regina describes what it was like
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for her, a 45-year old woman with extensive work experience, to be in the classroom
environment at the four-year institution, “I’ve already been in the workforce, I’ve already done
these business practices that I’m now learning about in books.” In many of the participants
experiences instructors have made sweeping generalizations about how young people act and
what they will learn in the workforce. This invalidates many transfer students experiences since,
as mentioned earlier, they are often older and have already been in the workforce in a variety of
capacities.
Based on my participants narratives transfer students are distrustful of others and are
instead self-reliant when it comes to their academic success due to the experiences they have had
in academia. When asked what services and resources participants utilized to find the answers to
their questions almost every single participant responded that they relied on themselves and the
internet. When I asked what resources, students utilized on campus to navigate challenges and
find answers to their questions these are some of the answers I received. Alice responded,
“Overall I will ask Google.” Similarly, Karsen said,
I kind of just did it on my own. I have the personality where I will google the heck out of
everything and look everything up…I was looking up everything about ASU and emailed
financial aid. I was like, “I got this, I am independent.”
Additionally, Kongu shared, “If I cannot find someone to ask for help I either find a way to go
around the obstacle or go through it. Most days I go through it.” Taken together these statements
show that the students in this study are incredibly self-reliant and have difficulty putting the trust
of their future in others. As Aponi said when she was asked what her experience as a transfer
student, “It was an individual journey.” These students have had to develop knowledge and skills
in order to make it through a system that was set up inequitably and views them as unable to
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succeed. This has led to isolation and lack of trust in the institution negatively impacting
participants development of belonging.
The participants in this study felt a great amount of disappoint in their experience at the
four-year institution due to not feeling included in the higher education narrative and the
invalidation of their lived experiences. Alice’s words highlight the sentiment many of the
participants in this study felt,
We have no money, we have no help, we have no friends, and we are here because we
want to be here. We are here because we want to become something bigger than who we
already are, which is what Arboreal State promised us.
Alice’s words are powerful because they succinctly describe the frustrations so many of the
participants in the study were experiencing, but could not quite articulate. The students in this
study are going to Arboreal State University because they want the degree that has been
promised to improve their lives and help them achieve the professional success they see for
themselves. When asked what helps them stay at ASU, every single participant responded that
they stayed in order to get their degree. As Quinten said, “I want to get a degree and finish up
and I want to start a career…and I am not a quitter.” The participants in this study are a
determined bunch, and no matter how many times they are told that they are not valued or
appreciate in the university environment they continue to persist. Institutions need to realize that
this is not enough, we need to be working with every student so that not only persist but that they
also thrive. Fostering spaces where students their sense of belonging can be nurtured is a key
component of institutions being a place where all students have the tools they need to thrive.
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Closing Statement
As I described previously, the primary purpose of this study was to understand how
community college transfer students’ experiences (or not) a sense of belonging at their host
institution. In this chapter, I shared the experiences of participants who reported difficulty
forming meaningful social connections, a lack of feeling important, and a lack of validation of
their experiences. While these findings suggest that most students did not develop a sense of
belonging, that is not all that is going on here. Some students, when validated and able to
leverage their various forms of capital, were able to develop a sense of belonging. In particular,
Karsen, Jacob, Kongu, Rich, Regina, Quinten and Brooke did develop a sense of belonging.
Alice, Daisy, Bryce, Aponi, Zander, and Nathan developed a sense of belonging in certain
contexts and environments on campus. Ryan did not develop a sense of belonging at all. This
suggests that even though there are some efforts at the host institution, there is much more
needed to better support transfer students.
It is important to note that this study highlighted the ways that age, geography, and
various aspects of the college environment contributed to participants’ abilities to develop a
sense of belonging. For example, I discussed how participants age often impacted their ability to
connect with peers’ due to difference of priorities and maturity levels. I also shared that the
distance a participant traveled to attend Arboreal State University often impacted belonging. I
found that students who transferred from a greater distance had more difficulty navigating the
new environment at ASU and forming meaningful connections. Additionally, I discussed how
the treatment participants received on campus through the orientation process and staff members
on campus influenced sense of belonging. This indicates that the relationships students form with

F

THE TRANSFER STUDENT EXPERIENCE

76

peers and others on campus are key factors in the development of sense of belonging for transfer
students.
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Chapter 5: Implications for Practice and Research
In the final chapter, I continue to build upon understanding the experiences of transfer
students and sense of belonging developed over the course of the first four chapters. To begin, I
provide an overview of the study’s findings and additional discussion regarding the analysis
presented in Chapter 4. Following this discussion, I explore the study’s implications within the
scope of higher education and the field of student affairs. Finally, drawing upon the study’s key
themes and findings, I offer recommendations specific to higher education practice and the
support of transfer students, as well as suggestions for further research.
Summary of Findings
Over the course of one-one-one semi-structured interviews and focus groups rooted in
narrative inquiry, fourteen transfer students reflected on and portrayed their lived experience as a
transfer student at a four-year institution (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). In their responses,
participants explored how they each developed or did not develop a sense of belonging at the
host institution ranging from their connections with others, challenges they faced, and
experiences they had.
The purpose of this research study sought to answer the following question: How, it at
all, do community college transfer students develop a sense of belonging at a four-year
university? I find that through building meaningful relationships with people associated with the
university (peers, faculty, staff, etc.) students are able, through time, to develop a sense of
belonging. Based on the stories of participants, it seems that sense of belonging can be developed
in certain contexts, such as within a particular academic department, with more ease than
developing a sense of belonging at the institution as a whole. Sense of belonging increased when
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the relationships participants were establishing had components of feeling cared about,
important, and validated which are all components of belonging discussed in chapter 2.
Additionally, in this study I sought to learn about resources that transfer students and
what impact that they had on sense of belonging. I found that clubs and organizations often had a
positive impact on development of belonging due to the fact that they facilitate pathways to
develop the relationships mentioned above. In terms of resources on campus designated to
support students and their success, I found that participants in this study were not utilizing any
noteworthy resources. They were instead navigating the complex system of transferring and
acclimating to the four-year institution largely on their own. Many participants reported feeling
as though they could not rely on others and they mainly counted on themselves to get things
done. These findings highlight the fact that participants in the study were largely feeling isolated
and alone, which negatively impacted their development of belonging.
Finally, I pursued the answer to the question, what barriers are transfer students
experiencing that affect their development of a sense of belonging? I found that due to age,
distance of transfer, access to resources, and other various aspects of the college environment
students experienced many barriers that impacted their development of sense of belonging.
Specifically, participants found it difficult to connect with peers’ due to differences in priorities
and maturity levels resulting in feelings of loneliness. Participants who transferred from far away
described difficulty acclimating to life in Oregon, the university, and the surrounding
community. Participants also reported not feeling valued or validated by the institution which
resulted again in increased feelings of isolation which negatively impacted belonging
development.
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Implications
In this section, I offer implications for practice and research. With respect to practice,
study participants wanted increased resources and programming designed specifically for the
needs of students. In particular, many participants wanted a peer mentor when they first began at
the institution to serve as a guide and support system through the first few terms. They also
requested that the orientation program be improved and for transfer students to be seen and
valued by the administration at the institution as more than just their money.
The findings from this study provides direction based on transfer student experiences for
faculty members and student affairs practitioners. Based on the findings, they can understand
that each transfer student may be experiencing difficulty feeling as though belong. This can
result in practitioners reflecting on how they structure their classrooms, programs, processes and
procedures and how they may be more inclusive in their practice. Additionally, practitioners can
use the findings from this study to brainstorm the most high-impact and effective experiences for
transfer students to provide them pathways to engage on a deeper level with their peers and the
institution such as internships, finding mentorship, and holding a leadership position.
Implications for research. In terms of implications for research, there is little research
about transfer students and sense of belonging. Further study is needed, especially engaging
mixed methods designs. Prior studies of transfer students typically use quantitative methods.
This study contributes the narratives of transfer students to round out the literature. This study
suggests that age and geography matter a great deal in developing a sense of belonging.
However, belonging is a complex construct that needs iterations of quantitative and qualitative
data, and could really benefit from mixed methods study.
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Based on age and other various identities including being first-generation, low-income, or
a veteran it can be seen through the findings of this study that transfer students are facing
challenges when it comes to developing a belonging. This research expands on what role
institutions need to play in how developing belonging is facilitated for transfer students at the
four-year university. Future studies should take a more in depth look at practices that are being
implemented across the nation in order to support transfer students and facilitate belonging
development at the four-year institution.
This study begins an important conversation around transfer students and provides a
foundation for higher education researchers on a topic that currently has little qualitative
research. I have identified three main opportunities for future research: expanding qualitative
study of transfer students in relation to sense of belonging beyond community college
institutional transfers, transfer students who decided to depart the four-year institution, and
researching more in depth the experiences of transfer students focusing on the first few weeks
they are enrolled at the four-year institution.
As discussed in chapter 2, there are an increasing number of pathways students are taking
to obtain a bachelor’s degree. I focused my study on community college institutional transfers
because of the national focus on community colleges, but based off the diversity of pathways the
participants of this study took, even with attending a community college at some point, showed
me that this is an area that needs to be expanded for future research. For example, researchers
could investigate the experiences of degree partnership students or specifically out-of-state
transfers.
This study was limited to students currently enrolled at the host institution in order to
follow guidelines from the institutional review board. This meant I was not able to capture
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transfer students who decided to depart from the institution. If there are students who felt such a
lack of sense of belonging that they chose to depart the institution I was not able to interview
them and feel as this is an important piece that needs to be addressed in future research.
Finally, the consistent narrative amongst all the participants of this study was that the first
few weeks and months of their experience were the most difficult. This is not surprising as it is a
transition period, but I feel that there should be research dedicated to looking at this vulnerable
period of time for transfer students to identify ways the institution could provide better support
and ease the transition.
Implications for Practice. Based on the research of the topic, the three themes that
emerged from the data, and participant suggestions, this section of the thesis will provide specific
recommendations for universities and support networks for transfer students. As evident in my
findings, transfer students are experiencing extreme challenges when trying to acclimate socially
to a four-year institution. Because transfer students are often older I believe it assumed that they
do not need help making friends. It is important for development of sense of belonging for
transfer students to form social connections in meaningful ways. This is often facilitated by fouryear institutions for the average first-year student but not for the average transfer student. I
believe that these recommendations will provide practitioners guidance in serving transfer
students in one-on-one conversations, programs, resources, and addressing needs of transfer
students.
Transfer students need to be made to feel important and validated. As shown in my
findings it is imperative that transfer students are made to feel important by faculty and staff, and
have their experiences validated in higher education. Faculty and staff need to stop forgetting
about transfer students and remember that they are a very important piece of the student body. It
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is also important to combat the deficit thinking that surrounds transfer students, such as that they
are lazy are less academically prepared than non-transfer students. Making transfer students feel
important and validated can partially be accomplished by my following two recommendations.
Program FOR transfer students. As highlighted in the narratives around institution
rituals and orientation, programming that is specifically geared towards first-year students is not
serving to be effective for transfer students. Transfer students have some of the same needs as
first-year-students but also have many unique needs such as identifying how petitions they are
going to need to write to get credits transferred and how to meet people with similar interests
when the majority of their peers in their majors have known each other for several years at the
point in which they enter into the picture. There needs to be an increase in social programming
for transfer students in order to facilitate some settings in which connections can be made but it
is necessary to create programming with the transfer student needs in mind, not the first-year
student.
Increase institutional support for transfer students. As stated in earlier chapters there is
an increasing number of students choosing to begin their post-secondary education at community
colleges due to low-cost, open admissions policies, and convenience of location (Laanan, 2004;
Wang, Wickersham, & Sun 2016). The majority of these students start at community colleges
with the intention of transferring and I predict that transfer rates will rise. This means that
transfer students are not going anywhere. They are here to stay and the numbers will only
continue to rise resulting in an increased need for transfer student support. Four-year institutions
need to make it a priority to have an appropriate amount of staff and funding allocated to the
support of transfer students to accommodate the increase and create an environment that supports
and understands the specific needs of transfer students.
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As mentioned in chapter two, cultivating a transfer receptive culture is key for supporting
the needs of transfer students. This entails building a more communicative and collaborative
relationship between two-year and four-year institutions in order for transfer students to receive
the support and resources necessary to be successful in the pre-and post-transfer phases (Herrera
& Jain, 2013). On the pre-transfer side this looks like naming that transfer students are a high
priority and having outreach and resources specifically for transfer students (Herrera & Jain,
2013). On the post transfer side of the process a transfer receptive culture has financial and
academic support offered to transfer students, frameworks to assess and evaluate transfer
programming, and validation of transfer students lived experiences (Herrera & Jain, 2013).
Building a transfer receptive culture is complex and multi-faceted but incredibly necessary
(Herrera & Jain, 2013). It requires a great deal of collaboration and communication in order to
be successful and it is imperative for administrators at the two-year and four-year levels to
support this culture shift (Herrera & Jain, 2013). Without it, transfer students will continue to be
left without the systems in place for them to receive the support they deserve.
Conclusion
This qualitative study has sought to describe the experiences community college transfer
students have in relation to development of sense of belonging at four-year institutions. This
study was crucial for research in both higher education and sense of belonging research because
transfer students are a demographic relatively unexplored on this topic. Through narrative
inquiry via individual interviews and focus groups, 14 participants shared their stories about how
they developed or are developing a sense of belonging at the four-year institution. I had the
pleasure and honor of compiling and categorizing their experiences into intriguing and impactful
themes.
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My three themes; sense of connectedness, sense of importance, and validation of
experiences discussed factors influencing the development of belonging for participants in the
study. The themes take into account how age, distance of transfer, ways of knowing, and various
other aspects of the college environment impact sense of belonging development to provide a
rich analysis of the findings. I found that through building meaningful relationships, feeling
important to others, and experiencing validation the majority of the participants in the study
developed a sense of belonging, in some capacity, at the four-year institution. However, this was
not without significant barriers and challenges, many of which were put in place by the four-year
institution.
The implications of this study are significant in providing direction for faculty members
and student affairs practitioners in their work with transfer students. The research also provides
further insight into sense of belonging and the challenges transfer students face in this
development that will help services and programming provided for transfer students.

F

THE TRANSFER STUDENT EXPERIENCE

85

Sources
Anderman, L. H., & Freeman, T. M. (2004). Students sense of belonging in school. In M.L.
Msehr & P.R. Pintrich (Eds.) Advances in motivation and achievement: Vol 13.
Motivating students, improving schools: The legacy of Carol Midgely (pp. 27-63).
Greenwich, CT: Elsevier.
Astin, A. (1993). What matters in college? : Four critical years revisited (1st ed., Jossey-Bass
higher and adult education series). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Astin, A. W., (1995). Achieving educational excellence. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Atwell, P., and Lavin, D. (2007). Passing the Torch: Does Higher Education for the
Disadvantaged Pay Off Across the Generations? New York: Russell Sage Foundation.
Baum, S., Ma, J., Payea, K. (2010). Education Pays: The Benefits of Higher Education for
Individuals and Society. New York: The College Board.
Berger, J.B. (1997). Students’ sense of community in residence halls, social integration, and
measures of undergraduate self-concept. NASPA Journal, 40(1), 85-103.
Bowen, H. R. (1997). Investment in learning. The individual and social value of American
higher education. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.
Braxton, J. (2000). Reworking the student departure puzzle (1st ed., Vanderbilt issues in higher
education). Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press.
Bernal, D., Herrera, A., Jain, D., & Solórzano, D. (2011). Critical race theory and the transfer
function: Introducing a transfer receptive culture. Community College Journal of
Research and Practice, 35(2), 252-266.
Bye, D., Pushkar, d., & Conway, M. (2007). Motivation, interest, and positive affect in
traditional and nontraditional undergraduate students. Adult Education Quarterly, 57(2),
141-158.
Calcagno, J. C., Crosta, P., Bailey, T., & Jenkins, D. (2006, October). Stepping stones to a
degree: The impact of enrollment pathways and milestones on community college student
outcomes (CCRC working paper No. 4). New York, NY : Community College Research
Center, Teachers College, Columbia University. Retrieved from
http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/media/k2/attatchments/stepping-stones-enrollmentpathays.pdf
Cheslock, J. J. (2003). Determining the costs of transfer students at American colleges and
universities. New Directions for Institutional Research, 119, 55–66.
F

THE TRANSFER STUDENT EXPERIENCE

86

Cohen, A.M., Brawer, F. B., & Kisker, C. B. 2014. The American Community College (6th ed.).
San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Connelly, F. M., & Clandinin, D. J. (2000). Narrative inquiry: Experience and story in
qualitative research. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Connelly, F. M., & Clandinin, D. J. (1990). Stories of Experience and Narrative Inquiry.
Educational Researcher, 19(5), 2-14.
Creswell, J. (2007). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five approaches
(2nd ed.) Los Angeles: SAGE Publications, Inc.
Crisp, G. (2016). Student Flow and Success at 2- and 4-Year Broadly Accessible Institutions.
New directions for institutional research, 170, 103-113.
Crisp, G., & Nuñez, A. (2014). Understanding the Racial Transfer Gap: Modeling
Underrepresented Minority and Nonminority Students’ Pathways from Two-to Four-Year
Institutions. The Review of Higher Education, 37(3), 291-320.
Davidson, J.C. (2013). Leading Indicators: Increasing Statewide Bachelor’s Degree Completion
Rates at 4-Year Public Institutions. Higher Education Policy, 27(1), 85-109.
Denzin, N.K., & Lincoln, Y.S. (2005). The Sage handbook of qualitative research (3rd ed.).
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc.
Goldrick-Rab, S., Anderson, Drew M., & Kinsley, Peter. (2016). Paying the price : College
costs, financial aid, and the betrayal of the American dream. Chicago ; London: The
University of Chicago Press.
Guba, E. G. (1990). The alternative paradigm dialog. In E. G. Guba (Ed.), The paradigm dialog
(pp. 17-30). Newbury Park, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc.

Hagerty, B. M. K., Williams, R.A., & Oe, H. (2002). Childhood antecedents of adult sense of
belonging. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 58, 793-801.
Hamrick, F., & Rumann, Corey B. (2012). Called to serve : A handbook on student veterans and
higher education. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass A Wiley Imprint.
Hausmann, L. R. M., Schofield, J. W., & Woods, R. L. (2007). Sense of belonging as a predictor
of intentions to persist among African American and White first-year college students.
Research in Higher Education, 48(7), 803-839.

F

THE TRANSFER STUDENT EXPERIENCE

87

Herrera, A. & Jain, D. (2013). Building a Transfer-Receptive Culture at Four-Year
Institutions. New Directions for Higher Education, 2013(162), 51.
Hirt, J.B. (2006). Where you work matters: Student affairs administrations at different types of
institutions. Lanham, MD: University Press of America.
Hurtado, S., & Carter, D. (1997). Effects of College Transition and Perceptions of the Campus
Racial Climate on Latino College Students' Sense of Belonging. Sociology of Education,
70(4), 324-345. doi:10.2307/2673270
Jenkins, D., & Fink, J. (2015). What we know about transfer. New York, NY: Community
College Research Center, Teachers College, Columbia University.
Johnson, D., Soldner, M., Leonard, J., Alvarez, P., Inkelas, K., Rowan-Kenyon, H., &
Longerbeam, S. (2007). Examining Sense of Belonging Among First-Year
Undergraduates From Different Racial/Ethnic Groups. Journal of College Student
Development,48(5), 525-542.
Kelly, A., & Schneider, Mark. (2012). Getting to graduation the completion agenda in higher
education. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.
Kilgore, W. & Wilson, J. (2017). The State of College Completion Initiatives at U.S. Community
Colleges. National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. Washington, DC: American
Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers.
Kim, J. (2016). Understanding narrative inquiry: The crafting and analysis of stories as
research. Los Angeles, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc.
Laanan, F. S., Jain, D. (2016). Advancing a New Critical Framework for Transfer Student
Research: Implications for Institutional Research. New directions for institutional
research, 170, 9-21.
Leinbach, D. T., & Jenkins, D. (2008, January). Using longitudinal data to increase community
college students success: A guide to measuring milestone and momentum point
attainment (CCRC Research Tools No. 2). New York, NY: Community College Research
Center, Teachers College, Columbia University. Retrieved from
http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/media/k2/attatchments/longitudinal-data-momentum-pointresearch-tool.pdf
Li, D. (2016). Multiple Paths to Success: Degree Completion of 4-Year Starters Taking Various
Pathways. New Directions for Institutional Research, 170, 87-101.
Merriam, S., & Bierema, L. (2014). Adult learning : Linking theory and practice (First ed., The
Jossey-Bass higher and adult education series). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, a Wiley
brand.
F

THE TRANSFER STUDENT EXPERIENCE

88

Marling, J. (2013). Collegiate transfer navigating the new normal (J-B HE Single Issue Higher
Education). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Maslow, A. H. (1962). Toward a psychology of being. New York: von Nostrand Reinhold.
Miles, M. B., Huberman, A. M., and Saldaña, J. (2014). Qualitative data analysis: A methods
sourcebook (3rd ed.) Los Angeles: SAGE Publications, Inc.
Morris, C. (2016). White House adding $100 million program to tuition-free community college
push. Diverse Issues in Higher Education, 33(8), 6.
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). (2017). Stats in Brief. NCES 2017-436.
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education.
National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2017. Retrieved April 20, 2018, from
https://nscresearchcenter.org/snapshotreport-twoyearcontributionfouryearcompletions26/
Oregon. Higher Education Coordinating Commission, issuing body. (2015). Fact sheet: The
Oregon Promise. (Updated 8.6.15. ed.). Salem, Oregon]: Higher Education Coordinating
Commission.
Pascarella, E., & Terenzini, P. (2005). How college affects students: Vol. 2. A third decade of
research. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Patton, L. D., Harper, S. R., & Harris, J. C. (2015). Using critical race theory to (re)interpret
widely-studied topics in U.S. higher education. In A. M. Martínez-Alemán, E. M.
Bensimon, & B. Pusser (Eds.), Critical approaches to the study of higher education (pp.
193-219). Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.
Patton, L. D, Renn, K. A., Guido, F., & Quaye, S. J. (2016). Student development in college :
Theory, research, and practice (Third ed.). San Francisco, California: Jossey-Bass.
Pendakur, V. (2016). Closing the opportunity gap : Identity-conscious strategies for retention
and student success (First ed.). Sterling, Virginia: Stylus Publishing.
Porchea, S. F., Allen, J., Robbins, S., & Phelps, R. P. (2010). Predictors of long-term enrollment
and degree outcomes for community college students: Integrating academic,
psychosocial, socio-demographic, and situational factors. The Journal of Higher
Education, 81(6), 681-708.
Powell, F., (2018). These States Offer Tuition-Free College Programs. Retrieved from
https://www.usnews.com/education/best-colleges/paying-for-college/articles/2018-0201/these-states-offer-tuition-free-college-programs
F

THE TRANSFER STUDENT EXPERIENCE

89

Radford, A. W. (2011). Military service members and veterans: A profile of those enrolled in
undergraduate and graduate education in 2007-08. Washington, D.C: U.S. Department
of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved from
http://nces.gov/pub2011/2011163.pdf
Rendón, L. I. (1994). Validating culturally diverse students: Toward a new model of learning and
student development. Innovative Higher Education, 19, 33-51.
Rendón, L. (2002). Community College Puente: A Validating model of Education. Educational
Policy, 16(4), 642-667.
Rendón, L. I., Jalomo, R. E., & Nora, A. (2000). Theoretical considerations in the study of
minority student retention in higher education. In J. M. Braxton (Ed.), Reworking the
student departure puzzle (pp. 127-156. Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt University Press.
Rhee, B. (2008). Institutional climate and student departure: A multinomial multilevel modeling
approach. Review of Higher Education, 31(2), 161-183.
Rosenberg, M., and McCullough, B.C. (1981) Mattering: Inferred Significance to Parents and
Mental Health Among Adolescents. Research in Community and Mental Health. Vol. 2.
Greenwich, Conn. JAI Press.
Roksa, J., & Calcagno, J. C. (2008). Making the transition to four-year institutions: Academic
preparation and transfer (CCRC working paper No. 13). New York, NY: Community
College Research Center, Teachers College, Columbia University. Retrieved from
http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/media/k2/attatchments/making-transition-four-yearinstitutions.pdf
Schlossberg, N. (1989). Marginality and mattering: Key issues in building community. New
Directions for Student Services,1989(48), 5-15.
Shuetz, P. (2005). UCLA community college review: Campus environment: A missing link
in studies of community college attrition. Community College Review, 32, 60-80.
Schuh, J. H. (2009). Assessment methods for student affairs. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Schuh, J. H., & Upcraft, M. L. (2001). Assessment practice in student affairs: An applications
manual. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Schuh, J., Jones, Susan R., & Harper, Shaun R. (2011). Student services: A handbook for the
profession. (5th ed. / [edited by] John H. Schuh, Susan R. Jones, Shaun R. Harper, and
associates. ed., Jossey-Bass higher and adult education series). San Francisco: JosseyBass.

F

THE TRANSFER STUDENT EXPERIENCE

90

Snapshot Report-Contribution of Two-Year Public Institutions to Bachelor’s Completions at
Four-Year Institutions (2017). National Student Clearinghouse Research Center.
Retrieved from
https://nscresearchcenter.org/snapshotreporttwoyearcontributionfouryearcompletions26/
Soares, L. (2013). Post-traditional learners and the transformation of postsecondary education: A
manifesto for college leaders. American Council on Education.
Sólorzano, D. G., Villalpando, O., & Oseguera, L. (2005). Educational inequities and Latina/o
undergraduate students in the united states: A critical race analysis of their educational
progress. Journal of Hispanic Higher Education, 4(3), 272–294.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1538192705276550
Strayhorn, T. L. (2005). Democratic education and public universities in America: A literature
review. Journal of College and Character, (6)3. Retrieved from:
http://www.collegevalues.org/articles.cfm?id=1366&a=1.
Strayhorn, T., Hurtado, S., & Harris, Q. (2012). College students' sense of belonging:
to educational success for all students. New York [New York]; London [England]:
Routledge.

A key

Steele, L. J., Salcedo, N., & Coley, J. (2010). Military veterans’ experiences using the Post-9/11
GI Bill and pursuing postsecondary education. Washington, D.C. American Council on
Education. Retrieved from:
http://www.acenet.edu/AM/Template.cfm?Selection=Porgrams_and_Services&TEMPLA
TE=/CM/HTMLDisplay.cfm&CONTENTID=38956.
Taylor, J, L. (2016) Reverse Credit Transfer: Recognizing and Measuring Transfer Student
Success. New directions for institutional research, 170, 73-86.
Tinto, V. (1987). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of student attrition. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.
Tracy, S. (2010). Qualitative quality: Eight “big-tent” criteria for excellent qualitative
Research. Qualitative Inquiry, 16(10), 837-851.
Tracey, T.J. & Sedlacek, W.E. (1985). The relationship of noncognitive variables to academic
success: A longitudinal comparison by race. Journal of College Student Personnel!, 26,
(5), 405-410.
Vasquez Urias, M., Falcon, V., Harris III, F., Wood, J. L. (2016). Narratives of Success: A
Retrospective Trajectory Analysis of Men of Color Who Successfully Transferred from
the Community College. New directions for institutional research, 170, 22-33.

F

THE TRANSFER STUDENT EXPERIENCE

91

Walton, G. M., & Cohen, G. L. (2007). A question of belonging: Race, social fit, and
achievement. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 92(1), 82-96.
Wang, X. (2009). Baccalaureate attainment and college persistence of community college
transfer students at 4-year institutions. Research in Higher Education, 50 (6), 570–588.
Wang, X. (2014). Postsecondary Co-enrollment and Baccalaureate Completion: A Look at Both
Beginning 4-Year College Students and Baccalaureate Aspirants Beginning at
Community Colleges. Research in higher education, 55, 166-195.
Wang, X. (2016). Transfer and selectivity: A multilevel analysis of community college students’
transfer to four-year institutions of varying selectivity. Teachers College Record,
118(12), 1–23.
Wang, X., & Wickersham, K. (2014). Postsecondary co-enrollment and baccalaureate
completion: A look at both beginning 4-year college students and baccalaureate aspirants
beginning at community colleges. Research in Higher Education, 55(2), 166–195.
Wang, X., Wickersham, K., & Sun, N. (2016). The Evolving Landscape of Transfer Research:
Reconciling What We Know in Preparation for a New Era of Heightened Promise and
Complexity. New Directions for Institutional Research, 2016(170), 115-121.
Weiss, R. (1973). Loneliness: The experience of emotional and social isolation. Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press.
Yosso, T. J. (2005). Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion of community
cultural wealth. Race Ethnicity and Education, 8 (1), 69–91.
Zeidenberg, M., Jenkins, D., & Calcagno, J. c. (2007). Do student success courses actually help
community college students succeed? (CCRC Brief No. 36). New York, NY: Community
College Research Center, Teachers College, Columbia University. Retrieved from
http://ccrc.tc.columbia.eu/media/k2/attatchments/success-courses-help-students-succeedbrief.pdf

F

THE TRANSFER STUDENT EXPERIENCE

92

Appendix A: Institutional Review Board Approval

Human Research Protection Program
Institutional Review Board
Office of Research Integrity
B308 Kerr Administration Building, Corvallis, Oregon 973312140 (541) 737-8008
IRB@oregonstate.edu | http://research.oregonstate.edu/irb

Date of Notification
Principal Investigator

APPROVAL
NOTICE

Study Title
Study Team Members

11/02/2017
Date Approved
11/02/2017
Erich Pitcher
Study ID
8268
The Transfer Student Experience: Sense of Belonging at Four Year
Institutions
Melissa Lee

Review Level
Submission Type

Expedited
Initial Application

Waiver(s)

Documentation of Informed Consent
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weeks prior to the expiration date. Failure to submit a continuing review application prior to the
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Appendix B: Institutional Review Board Protocol
RESEARCH PROTOCOL
November 2, 2017
1. Protocol Title- The Transfer Student Experience: Sense of Belonging at Four Year Institutions
PERSONNEL
2. Principal Investigator: Dr. Erich Pitcher
3. Student Researcher: Melissa Lee
4. Investigator Qualifications
Dr. Erich Pitcher serves as the Associate Director of Research and Communication with Diversity &
Cultural Engagement at Oregon State University. Dr. Pitcher earned their PhD in Higher, Adult, and
Lifelong Education from Michigan State University, a master’s in Educational Leadership from
University of Wisconsin, and a bachelor’s in Social Science, Gender, and Sexuality Studies from Antioch
College. They have conducted extensive research in the field of higher education.
Melissa Lee is a current graduate student in the College Student Services Administration program, and
holds a B.S. in Sociology with a Concentration in Social Inequalities from Appalachian State University.
She has taken the CITI Human Subjects training, and a graduate level course related to research in the
field of student affairs and higher education.
5. Training and Oversight
The PI will ensure that all appropriate forms have been filled out for the IRB prior to engaging in any
research processes including securing research participants and conducting interviews. PI will review all
interview and survey materials that will be utilized to gather data on the experience of transfer college
students.
The PI will train student researcher on how to obtain consent. Student researcher has been notified of the
methods for coding participants to maintain confidentiality and how to store data using OSU Google
Drive. The PI will have bi-monthly meetings scheduled with the student researcher to review data
collection and storage activities to ensure that adequate measures are being taken to maintain data
security.
FUNDING
6. Sources of Support for this project (unfunded, pending, or awarded)
This study is unfunded.
DESCRIPTION OF RESEARCH
7. Description of Research
This study is an exploration of factors that contribute to transfer students developing a sense of belonging
at four year institutions. In particular, this study will aim to:
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●
●
●
●

Increase knowledge overall about transfer student’s experiences in relation to sense of belonging.
Understand what programs, services, skills, challenges, and other factors impact transfer student’s
ability to develop a sense of belonging at four year institutions
Provide a platform for transfer college students to explore their experiences as transfer students.
Contribute to the literature on a student population, transfer students, that is largely unstudied in
the student affairs/higher education literature.

This study will be conducted to fulfill my Master’s thesis requirement, and may possibly be published and
presented at conferences.
8. Background Justification
Postsecondary education is often viewed as one of the most likely ways to overcome marginalized
social conditions (Wang, 2009). Research indicates that many Bachelor’s degree seekers begin their
higher education journey at a community college (Laanan, 2004). Research shows that these students
who are seeking a bachelor’s degree and begin their postsecondary education at community colleges
are at a disadvantage in reaching their educational goals compared with students who begin their
postsecondary education at a four-year college or university (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).
In recent decades, there has been a shift for four-year institutions to become more inclusive which has
broadened college access for historically underrepresented groups (Crisp, 2016). Broadly accessible
institutions tend to be the destination of choice for community college transfer students (Cheslock,
2003; Crisp, 2016). Transfer students are an important part of the student body at accessible and
moderately selective four-year institutions but are often forgotten or overlooked (Crisp, 2016).
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs shows that humans share a strong need to know that they belong
(Maslow, 1962). Sense of belonging commonly refers to a sentiment of connectedness, that a person
is important and matters to others (Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981). Belonging has an increased
significance when individuals are in environments where they feel unwelcome, unsupported, and/or
feel marginalized (Anderman & Freeman, 2004). When referencing college students sense of
belonging refers “to students perceived social support on campus, a feeling of sensation of
connectedness, the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, accepted, respected, valued by, and
important to the group or others on campus” (Strayhorn, 2012, p. 3). The absence of a sense of
belonging has been linked to depression, low-self-esteem and poor academic performance (Hagerty,
Williams, & Oe, 2002; Walton & Cohen, 2007). It can even impact a student's decision to stay in
college (Berger, 1997).
This study will be grounded in critical theory and Schlossberg’s Marginality & Mattering to approach
the topic of transfer students developing a sense of belonging and how power and oppression play a
role in that development (Henning & Roberts, 2016; Schlossberg, 1989). Using narrative inquiry this
study will create space for transfer students to share their experiences as transfer students and make
meaning of their experiences (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Kim, 2015).

9. External Research or Recruitment Site(s)
My research (qualitative, semi-structured interviews, and focus groups) will be conducted at Oregon State
University or off campus at a location in Corvallis convenient to the research participant. I will be
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recruiting research participants via social media platforms, email blasts, and posters distributed on Oregon
State Universities campus. Please refer to the recruitment materials document for further details.
10. Subject Population
Description of Participant Characteristics
This study will focus on currently enrolled undergraduate Oregon State University students who identify
as a transfer student.
Total target enrollment number: 25
Inclusion and exclusion criteria:
In order to participate in the study, participants must:
•
•
•
•

Be a minimum of 18 years of age
Currently enrolled at Oregon State University
Have completed at least one term at Oregon State University
Have transferred from a two-year community college

Recruitment:
I will employ three methods of recruitment.
●

Social Media Advertisement, email blasts, and flyers. The proposed advertisement is provided in
question 9.

I will protect potential participant’s confidentiality by not disclosing who is contacting me interested in
participation. When a potential participant expresses interest in participating in the study via email I will
respond to verify they meet the criteria and if the inclusion criteria is met I will set up a time and place to
meet that is convenient for the participant either on Oregon State Universities campus or in Corvallis.
To ensure participants confidentiality, I will create digital copies of email correspondence, upload them to
a secure OSU Google Drive folder connected to my ONID email address, and delete all email
correspondence to keep participant data secure and confidential. Other data security measures are outlined
in number 15.
11. Consent Process
Consent will be obtained at the beginning of the initial interview. I will obtain verbal consent utilizing my
consent guide. This consent guide will include reviewing the potential risks associated with participation
in the study, the time commitment and nature of participation involved, as well as the purpose of the
study. I will then ask them the following:
o

What questions can I answer for you?

o

So that I am sure that you understand what the study involves, would you please tell me
what you think we are asking you to do?

o

In your own words, can you tell me what the biggest risks to you might be if you enroll in
this study?

Participants will be assigned a number and that number will correspond with the data collected from
them. I will retain a link between study code numbers and direct identifiers after the data collection is
complete, because the participants will be participating in the analysis and write-up of the final research
F

97
findings. Once the analysis and findings are complete, the links to identifying information will be
destroyed.
12. Methods and Procedures
Data Collection: Interviews & Focus Groups
For my method of data collection, I will conduct one on one semi structured interviews with each
participant and record each of these interviews to transcribe them afterward. After I complete an interview
with each student I will host focus groups with them for participants to open up about their experiences in
a different setting. After transcribing all interviews and focus groups I will code the data and analyze for
themes. To involve participants in the research process participants will also be invited to participate in a
follow up meeting to review my analysis and suggest edits to their narratives. Participant interviews will
be audio recorded, and it will be required for participation in the study. Please refer to my interview guide
for the questions that will be asked during the interview. Everything will be stored in google drive.
Analysis Overview
Once I finish collecting data from the initial participant interviews and focus groups, I will transcribe and
code each interview and focus group. I will be searching for overarching themes and subsets within those
themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Once my initial analysis is complete I will bring my findings to my
participants for review and edits.
Fieldnotes
Throughout the research process I will be keeping field notes to practice self-reflection, to reflect on how
my positionality plays out in my research and to help make meaning of my research (de Laine, 2000;
Tracy, 2010). I plan to record field notes after every interview and focus group with participants. I will
record the date, time, location, overall reflections of the session, thoughts, questions, and key points that
relate to my research question. Handwritten field notes will be digitized and stored in the google drive
accessible only to the PI and student researcher. Once digitized handwritten field notes will be destroyed.
Transcription & Coding
After the first round of interviews are complete, I will proceed by transcribing all the audio-recordings
from the interviews. All transcriptions will be stored in the google drive accessible only to the PI and
student researcher. Once the transcription and coding is complete, I will proceed to remove any
identifying information and assign each transcript a number that corresponds to the participant.
I will then begin analyzing the data to find connections and themes within and between each of the
narratives. I will be looking for overarching themes and subsets within them.

Participant Collaboration in Analysis
Participants in studies do not always have a leading role in research and their voices can be forgotten
(Jourian & Nicolazzo, 2016). Too often minoritized student’s thoughts and opinions are not considered in
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research and I do not want to perpetuate this cycle with my research study (Jourian & Nicolazzo, 2016).
Therefore, I will invite my participants to a final meeting to go over my analysis of their narratives and
ask for feedback.
If the participant is unable to meet, I will send them my findings and analysis of their narratives and ask
them to provide any feedback, edits, changes, or suggestions via email with a deadline. I will also let them
know that if I don’t hear back from them by the deadline, I will proceed with the analysis as is.
13. Compensation
There will be no compensation for participation in the study.
14. Costs
There are no known or foreseeable costs associated with participation in this study.
15. Anonymity or Confidentiality
I plan to keep all data, transcriptions, and field notes in a secure OSU Google drive folder linked to my
ONID account, that only the P.I. and I will have access to. The data will be stored for a minimum of three
years post study termination in the OSU google drive connected to my ONID account detailed above.
Participants will be assigned a number and that number will correspond with the data collected from
them. I will retain a spreadsheet listing participants names, contact information, and chosen pseudonym
until after the data collection is complete. Once the final analysis and findings are complete, the list of
identifying information will be destroyed.
If a publication comes from this study, direct quotes may be used. This data will be used for my Master’s
thesis. Only the final draft of my thesis, which may or may not include direct quotes from unidentifiable
participants, will be included.
I will only access this data either when I am alone or when I am with the principal investigator of the
study. No research data will be stored on computers, in order to prevent unauthorized persons from
accessing the data.
16. Risks
This study has potential emotional and social risks associated with participation. Participants will be
asked to speak on their experiences as transfer students. Transfer students come from a wide variety of
different backgrounds and potentially hold minoritized identities which may elicit an emotional response.
However, the questions provided in the interview guide are not intended to elicit emotional responses.
This study will also ask participants to share the services and support they utilize to be successful and
develop a sense of belonging at Oregon State University. This may result in participants sharing
experiences with services on campus such as admissions, academic advising, counseling and mental
health services, disability services, etc. If a breach of confidentiality were to occur, it may result in
negative social impacts to the participant. The research team will mitigate risk as much as possible by
masking names, places, things named in interviews and focus groups.
To prevent risk associated with breach of confidentiality, research data will be kept in an OSU Google
Drive folder connected to my ONID account. Data will only be accessed either when I am alone or when I
am with the principal investigator of the study. No research data will be stored on computers, to prevent
unauthorized persons from accessing the data.
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17. Benefits
This study will benefit society by:
●
●
●

understanding what programs, services, and strategies transfer students utilize to develop a sense
of belonging, so that student affairs practitioners and institutions can better promote student
success for transfer students.
providing a platform for transfer students to share experiences
contributing to the literature on a student population, transfer students, that is largely overlooked
in the literature.

By learning what contributes to transfer students developing a sense of belonging at four-year institutions,
we will be able to use the findings of this research to better support transfer students in their college
journeys.
18. Assessment of the risks and benefits.
The risks associated with this study are common to most qualitative research (breach of confidentiality,
minimal emotional response) and we have outlined numerous protections we will mitigate this risk
through data protection and security measures. Therefore, we believe the potential benefits outweigh the
potential risk.
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Appendix C: Initial Recruitment Email

“Hello,
My name is Melissa Lee and I am a current graduate student at Oregon State University. I will be
conducting a research study titled “The Transfer Student Experience: Sense of Belonging at Four Year
Institutions” to explore how transfer students develop a sense of belonging in four year
institutions.
The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of transfer students and how, if at all,
transfer students develop a sense of belonging at Oregon State University. Participation in this
study entails an initial in person one on one interview, a focus group with other transfer students
detailing your experience as a transfer student, and a final meeting to review the analysis.
Interviews will be conducted in person. The expected total time commitment required is
approximately five hours between the interview and the focus group. If you meet the criteria
below and are interested in participating in this research study, please email me, Melissa Lee,
Melissa.lee@oregonstate.edu
•
•
•
•

Minimum 18 years of age
Currently enrolled at Oregon State University
Must have completed at least one term at Oregon State University
Must have transferred from a two-year community college

If you know someone who fits these criteria, please forward this opportunity to them. Thank you
for your time and consideration.
Warm regards,
Melissa Lee
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Appendix D: Initial Social Media Post

Social Media Advertisement (posted on Facebook):
Are you a transfer student who has attended Oregon State University for at least one term? Did
you transfer from a two-year community college? If so, I invite you to participate in my Master’s
Thesis research titled The Transfer Student Experience: Sense of Belonging at Four Year
Institutions. Although this is research for the purpose of my master’s thesis, the principle
investigator is my major advisor, Dr. Erich Pitcher.
The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of transfer students and how, if at all,
transfer students develop a sense of belonging at Oregon State University. Participation in this
study entails an initial in person one on one interview, a focus group with other transfer students
detailing your experience as a transfer student, and a final meeting to review the analysis.
Interviews and focus groups will be conducted in person at times and locations convenient to the
participants. The expected total time commitment required is approximately five hours. If you
meet the criteria listed above, are at least 18 years of age, and are interested in participating in
this research study, please email Melissa Lee at Melissa.lee@oregonstate.edu

F

102
Appendix E: Recruitment Flier

CALLING OSU TRANSFER STUDENTS

PARTICIPANTS NEEDED FOR MASTERS THESIS RESEARCH STUDY
“The Transfer Student Experience: Sense of Belonging at Four Year Institutions”
PURPOSE:
•

To examine the experiences of transfer students and how, if at all, transfer
students develop a sense of belonging at Oregon State University.

TIME COMMITMENT:
•

Approximately five hours (one two-hour interview, a two-hour focus group
with other transfer students, & a one hour final review).

CRITERIA:
•
•
•
•

Minimum 18 years of age
Currently enrolled at Oregon State University
Must have completed at least one term at Oregon State University
Must have transferred from a two-year community college

If you meet the criteria listed above and are interested in participating in this study or would like more
information, please contact Melissa Lee at Melissa.lee@oregonstate.edu. Erich Pitcher is the PI for this
project and can be reached at erich.pitcher@oregonstate.edu
If you have any concerns about this research you may contact the IRB: Human Research Protection Program,
Institutional Review Board, irb@oregonstate.edu, B308 Kerr Administration, (541) 737-8008

irb@oregonstate.edu
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Appendix F: Consent Form

Verbal Consent Guide

Verbal Consent Guide

TITLE: The Transfer Student
Experience: Sense of Belonging at Four Year
Institutions

TITLE: The Transfer Student
Experience: Sense of Belonging at Four Year
Institutions

Purpose. The purpose of this study is to
explore how, if at all, transfer students
develop a sense of belonging at four year
institutions. This study is being completed by
a student researcher for purpose of a master’s
thesis.

Purpose. The purpose of this study is to
explore how, if at all, transfer students
develop a sense of belonging at four year
institutions. This study is being completed by
a student researcher for purpose of a master’s
thesis.

Activities. Participation in this study
involves two in-person interviews and a focus
group. The 1st interview will focus on talking
about your experience as a transfer. In the
focus group, you will give your perspective
on being a transfer student in a group setting.
The final interview will serve as a time for
you to give your perspective on the analysis
of your responses. Audio recording is
necessary for participation in this study, if this
is an issue for potential participants they are
advised to not participate in this study.

Activities. Participation in this study
involves two in-person interviews and a focus
group. The 1st interview will focus on talking
about your experience as a transfer. In the
focus group, you will give your perspective
on being a transfer student in a group setting.
The final interview will serve as a time for
you to give your perspective on the analysis
of your responses. Audio recording is
necessary for participation in this study, if
this is an issue for potential participants they
are advised to not participate in this study.

Time. The 1st interview will take 1.5-2
hours. The focus group will take 1.5 – 2
hours, and the follow up discussion will take
1 hour, for a total of 5 hours.

Time. The 1st interview will take 1.5-2
hours. The focus group will take 1.5 – 2
hours, and the follow up discussion will take
1 hour, for a total of 5 hours.

Risks. This study has potential emotional and
social risks associated with participation. You
will be asked to speak on your experiences as
a transfer student, which may evoke an
emotional response. However, the questions
asked in the interview are not intended to
elicit emotional responses.

Risks. This study has potential emotional
and social risks associated with participation.
You will be asked to speak on your
experiences as a transfer student, which may
evoke an emotional response. However, the
questions asked in the interview are not
intended to elicit emotional responses.

This study will also ask you to share the
services and support you use to achieve
success in college. As such, you may decide
to share your use of support services which
may be private and/or confidential
Finformation to you. If a breach of

This study will also ask you to share the
services and support you use to achieve
success in college. As such, you may decide
to share your use of support services which
may be private and/or confidential
information to you. If a breach of
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confidentiality were to occur, it may result in
negative social impacts. Please share the
amount of information you’re comfortable
disclosing given these potential risks. The
research team will mitigate risk as much as
possible by masking names, places, things
named in interviews and focus groups.

confidentiality were to occur, it may result in
negative social impacts. Please share the
amount of information you’re comfortable
disclosing given these potential risks. The
research team will mitigate risk as much as
possible by masking names, places, things
named in interviews and focus groups.

Benefits. Participants will not directly benefit
from participation in this study. Data from
this study will be used to inform higher
education practitioners on how to best support
transfer students at four year institutions.

Benefits. Participants will not directly
benefit from participation in this study. Data
from this study will be used to inform higher
education practitioners on how to best support
transfer students at four year institutions.

Payment. No compensation will be given for
participation in this study.

Payment. No compensation will be given for
participation in this study.

Confidentiality. We will ask members of the
focus group to maintain the confidentiality of
comments made during the discussion.
However, there is still a risk that comments
you make during the discussion may be
shared outside of the group. The data taken
from your participation will be assigned a
number that corresponds to your identifying
information- name and email address. At the
completion of my thesis, this identifying
information will be destroyed, and the data
will not be able to be linked to you.

Confidentiality. We will ask members of the
focus group to maintain the confidentiality of
comments made during the discussion.
However, there is still a risk that comments
you make during the discussion may be
shared outside of the group. The data taken
from your participation will be assigned a
number that corresponds to your identifying
information- name and email address. At the
completion of my thesis, this identifying
information will be destroyed, and the data
will not be able to be linked to you.

Voluntariness. Participation is voluntary;
there is no penalty for choosing not to
participate or for leaving the study at any
time; You are free to skip any questions or
activities. Your decision to take part or not
take part in this study will not affect your
grades, your relationship with your
professors, or standing in the University.
If you have any concerns about this
research you may contact the IRB:

Voluntariness. Participation is voluntary;
there is no penalty for choosing not to
participate or for leaving the study at any
time; You are free to skip any questions or
activities. Your decision to take part or not
take part in this study will not affect your
grades, your relationship with your
professors, or standing in the University.
If you have any concerns about this
research you may contact the IRB:

Human Research Protection Program,
Institutional Review Board
irb@oregonstate.edu, B308 Kerr Administration
Corvallis, OR 97331-2140
Phone: (541) 737-8008
irb@oregonstate.edu

Human Research Protection Program,
Institutional Review Board
irb@oregonstate.edu, B308 Kerr Administration
Corvallis, OR 97331-2140
Phone: (541) 737-8008
irb@oregonstate.edu
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Appendix G: Interview Questions

Interview Questions:
1. Let’s start off by telling me a little about yourself. (Hometown, major, etc.)
2. Tell me about your path as a transfer student. Where did you start? Why?
3. Why did you pick Oregon State?
4. Thinking back to when you first transferred to Oregon State University, did you
experience any challenges? If so, what were they?
5. Were there any services or support systems at Oregon State University that helped you
with the transfer process?
a. What helps you to stay at OSU?
6. Is there any information you wish you knew before transferring to Oregon State
University? Or services you think Oregon State should provide to help with the transfer
process?
7. How, if it all, do you feel being a transfer student has influenced your experience in
college?
8. Everyone makes contributions to the university community. What do you think your
contributions are?
9. When you think about your experiences at OSU, were there times you felt you belonged?
What happened? When? Where?
10. Were there times at OSU where you did not feel like you belonged? What happened?
When? Where?
11. Throughout this interview we have talked a lot about your experience as a transfer
student. Are there any pieces of your experience that we have not talked about that you
would like to discuss?
12. Are there any concepts or questions related to this topic (transfer students developing a
sense of belonging) that you’d like me to explore with other research participants, or in
future research projects?
F
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Appendix H: Focus Group Questions

1. What do you like best about Oregon State? Least?
2. Think back on your experiences at OSU thus far, what has been the biggest challenge
you've faced at Oregon State? (can be related to transfer process or not)
3. What strategies have you used to overcome barriers or challenges?
4. Where do you go for information when you have questions about life at Oregon State?
5. If you could go back what is one thing you could do different? What advice do you have
for students who are going to do this?
6. Do you feel like you belong at Oregon State? What makes you feel like you belong?
7. If you don’t feel like you belong, how come?
8. Are there any other pieces of your identity (outside of being a transfer student) (age, race,
ethnicity, gender, sexuality, ability, etc.) that impact your sense of belonging or sense of
community at Oregon State University?
9. Last call to share anything about your transfer experience
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