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Undergraduate Academic Affairs at the University of Washington, CCRI focuses on studying the 

experiences of underserved student groups that use community colleges as their entry point to higher 

education and the role those institutions play in expanding access to equitable student educational 

and employment outcomes. Through research partnerships, collaborative initiatives with agencies and institutions, and 

program evaluation, CCRI works to identify and remove structural barriers to transfer and bachelor's degree completion. To 
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Executive Summary
Washington State has set an ambitious goal of 70% of adults ages 25 to 44 to hold a credential beyond high school (WSAC Strategic 

Action Plan 2027). Transfer through community and technical colleges is an important pathway to reaching that goal, especially for 

students of color, low-income students, first-generation students, adult learners, and other historically underserved populations 

who are most likely to begin their higher education journey at a 2-year institution¹. In this report, transfer refers to the associate-

to-bachelor’s pathway, where students begin at a 2-year institution and move or attempt to move to a 4-year institution to 

complete a bachelor’s degree.

This report is based on a study examining transfer students’ experiences in Washington State, conducted by Community College 

Research Initiatives (CCRI) at the University of Washington in partnership with the Washington Student Achievement Council 

(WSAC). Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 20 Washington students throughout the state at different stages of the 

transfer process; some who had transferred, some who intended to but had not yet, and some who had stopped out2. We asked 

questions about what students experience when they try to transfer, what helps, and what gets in the way.

Key Findings 

•	 Knowledge about the transfer process was often assumed rather than taught, and the burden of self-navigation fell 

hardest on students with the fewest resources.

•	 Advising that was generic, late, dismissive, or disconnected from students’ realities and goals made the transfer 

pathway and degree completion less viable.

•	 Credits often transferred without applying to students’ intended majors or graduation requirements, creating 

unexpected and consequential delays despite formal credit mobility.

•	 Students’ ability to transfer depended not only on academics, but also on work, caregiving, transportation, geography, 

affordability, and sense of belonging. They needed supportive campus communities and institutional resources 

designed around real-life responsibilities.

•	 Stopped-out students often remained committed to transfer but needed re-entry infrastructure and guidance to 

return and complete their degree.

What Students Said Institutions Should Do 

•	 Start transfer advising from a student’s first term so students have a clear transfer roadmap from day one

•	 Do not assume they understand the system; make transfer knowledge explicit

•	 Provide a dedicated transfer navigator who could provide clear, proactive, individualized guidance on course selection, 

credit applicability, deadlines, financial aid, and program requirements 

•	 Build transfer literacy into Running Start before students leave the program, including direct guidance on different 

associate transfer degrees and pathways to bachelor’s degrees

1 The term “2-year institutions” throughout this report refers to Washington’s community and technical colleges. While many of these institutions offer Applied 
Baccalaureate degrees, the associate degree remains these institutions’ primary credential and the one most relevant to the transfer pathways described here.
2 In this report, “stopped out” refers to students who attended a 2-year institution intending to transfer and earn a bachelor’s degree but were no longer enrolled, 
either before or after transferring to a 4-year institution.
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•	 Improve pathway and credit transfer transparency, ensuring program maps, course equivalency policies, and any 
program-specific admission processes are clear and accessible to prevent unnecessary course-taking or delayed 
admission.

•	 Clearly communicate that prospective transfer students can contact advisors before admission

•	 Initiate contact with admitted transfer students before they arrive and assign an advisor early enough that they can 
help students navigate their first term

•	 Build structured opportunities for transfer students to find community when they arrive

•	 Provide advisors with the resources needed so they can be accessible to students 

•	 Tailor holistic advising to students’ life circumstances, such as parenting, disability, immigration status, financial 
independence, and work schedules

•	 Provide coordinated, program-specific advising at both institutions that connects coursework to students’ intended 
destination and major

•	 Make financial aid navigation clear and accessible 

•	 Keep identity-related resources visible without requiring repeated disclosure

•	 Create ongoing feedback loops with transfer students before, during, and after transfer to identify barriers, assess 
supports, and guide continuous improvement

•	 Build re-entry infrastructure for stopped-out students, including proactive outreach, contacts, restart maps, and 
financial re-entry support

•	 Extend institutional responsibility across the full transfer process, with 2-year institutions supporting students beyond 
completion and 4-year institutions engaging students before enrollment

•	 Build structured, relational touchpoints across the transition, including intentional advisor matching, named contacts 
at the 4-year institution, and connections with peers who have already transferred

Policy Considerations

•	 Build transfer literacy and transparency into the system

•	 Fund advising as core infrastructure

•	 Reduce structural barriers related to credit mobility and program entry

•	 Fund infrastructure that makes transfer financially and logistically possible for students throughout the state

•	 Build statewide re-entry infrastructure for stopped-out students

•	 Provide incentives for 2-year and 4-year institutions to work together to improve transfer and bachelor’s degree 
completion outcomes

•	 Create opportunities for students and communities to inform transfer research and policymaking

Washington’s transfer challenge extends beyond the movement of credits between institutions. Students’ experiences show 

that successful transfer depends on whether students are taught how transfer works, connected to timely and program-

specific advising, supported across financial and life barriers, and guided through nonlinear pathways when plans change 

or pause. The current system too often relies on students’ self-advocacy and informal networks, leaving students with a 

significant administrative burden. A stronger transfer system would make transfer knowledge, advising, financial 

planning, and re-entry support proactive and shared across institutions. These supports would help move transfer 

students through a transparent and viable pathway to bachelor’s completion. Without those supports, transfer 

pathways may exist formally while remaining difficult, uneven, or impossible for many students to use.
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Introduction: Why Transfer Matters in Washington
Postsecondary credentials and Washington’s workforce goals

Postsecondary credentials have increasingly become a prerequisite for economic mobility, yet access to them continues 

to be inequitable despite efforts to create more accessible and affordable pathways to bachelor’s degree completion. By 

2032, the state projects that approximately 75% of job openings will require credentials beyond high school, with almost 

half (45%) requiring at least a bachelor’s degree (Washington Roundtable & Partnership for Learning, 2024). The Washington 

State Legislature has recognized the growing demand for postsecondary credentials and set a goal for 70% of adults in the 

state ages 25 to 44 to hold a postsecondary credential (WSAC Strategic Action Plan 2027). Transfer through Washington’s 

community and technical colleges is one of the most critical pathways to reaching this goal, yet significant gaps persist in who 

enrolls in associate-to-bachelor's transfer pathways, who completes them, who pauses or stops before finishing, and who 

ultimately earns bachelor’s degrees. These gaps disproportionately impact students of color and students from low-income 

backgrounds who have lower transfer and completion rates than their peers (Equity in Education: Washington Profile, 2022; 

Washington Transfer Equity Project, 2023). 

Transfer as a critical pathway to bachelor’s attainment

These gaps are visible in state-level outcomes data. Washington community college students transfer out to 4-year 

institutions at lower rates than the national average, yet once students do transfer, they complete bachelor’s degrees at 

their 4-year institution at higher rates than the national average. The Community College Research Center (CCRC) followed 

first-time-in-college, degree-seeking students who entered community colleges in fall 2015 for six calendar years. Within 

that cohort, 29% of Washington community college students transferred to a 4-year institution within six years, compared 

with 33% nationally. Even among those who complete transfer degrees, separate Washington data also show that a high 

percentage of students across all demographic groups do not go on to enroll at Washington public 4-year institutions 

(Nelson, 2022). However, among those who transferred within six years, Washington’s bachelor’s completion rate was 54%, 

compared with 48% nationally (Community College Research Center [CCRC], 2024). This pattern suggests that Washington’s 

transfer challenge is not only whether students can succeed after transfer; it is also whether students are able to transfer in 

the first place.

Equity gaps in transfer access and completion 

This pattern is also visible among low-income students. Within the same CCRC cohort and six-year observation period, 24% 

of Washington students from lower-income neighborhoods transferred to a four-year institution, slightly below the national 

average of 26%. Yet among those who transferred, 50% of Washington students earned a bachelor’s degree within six 

years of entering community college, compared with 41% nationally (CCRC, 2024). In other words, Washington’s low-income 

transfer students appear to do relatively well once they successfully transfer, but they are less likely to make that transition 

at all. This distinction points to the need for stronger supports before and during the transfer process, not only after 

students arrive at a 4-year institution.

The same pattern is especially pronounced for adult learners (age 25+). In Washington, 14% of adult learners transferred 

to a 4-year institution within six years, compared with 17% nationally, indicating that adult learners are particularly unlikely 

to transfer from a community or technical college to a 4-year institution. Yet among adult learners who do transfer, 45% of 

Washington students earned a bachelor’s degree within the same six-year period, compared with 36% nationally (CCRC, 

2024). This suggests that adult learners, like low-income students, may have strong potential to complete bachelor’s degrees 

when they are able to transfer, but face significant barriers in reaching and navigating the transfer point. 

i.



REPORT FOR WSAC   |  Navigating Transfer in Washington: Student Experiences, Barriers, and Supports

7uw.edu/ccri

The pattern is different for Black students. In Washington, 31% of Black students transferred to a 4-year institution within 

six years, compared to 29% nationally. Among those who transferred, however, 44% earned a bachelor’s degree within 

six years of entering community college, compared with 54% nationally (CCRC, 2024). Taken together, these patterns show 

that transfer inequity operates differently across student groups. For some students, the largest barrier may be accessing 

transfer in the first place; for others, it may be persisting and completing after transfer; and for many, both stages are 

shaped by overlapping institutional, financial, academic, and social barriers.

Yet quantitative enrollment data alone cannot tell us why these gaps persist or what it takes to overcome them. While 

transfer is often described in terms of metrics and pathway designs, students experience it as a sequence of high-stakes 

decisions, administrative tasks, and financial trade-offs that can be confusing, time-consuming, and emotionally taxing. To 

understand whether the system is working, and for whom, requires centering the voices of those navigating the system 

firsthand (Washington Transfer Equity Project, 2023). While Washington has developed structured transfer pathways and 

articulation agreements, policymakers and institutional leaders continue to seek clearer insight into how students actually 

experience these systems in practice. 

Study purpose and research questions

This study was developed in partnership with Community College Research Initiatives (CCRI) and the Washington Student 

Achievement Council (WSAC). WSAC is a state agency focused on expanding access to and success in postsecondary 

education across Washington state, leading statewide strategic planning and advocating for the benefits of postsecondary 

education in partnership with the state’s K-12, community and technical college, and 4-year systems. This study 

complements WSAC’s ongoing efforts to understand transfer by centering student voices. The purpose of this study is 

to illuminate the student transfer experience across Washington state to understand the barriers students face and the 

supports that assist them in completing the transfer process and attaining a bachelor’s degree. Specifically, we explored 

three questions:

1.	 What barriers do Washington students experience when attempting to transfer from a 2-year to a 4-year institution?

2.	 In what ways do geography, institution type, major pathway, and student background shape individual transfer 
experiences?

3.	 What supports, relationships, and institutional practices do students identify as most helpful in navigating the 

transfer process and persisting after transfer?

By elevating student experiences, we hope this work will increase legislative understanding of how transfer barriers function 

in practice, identify supports that students say make the biggest difference, provide clear materials that stakeholders can 

use in briefings, hearings, and decision-making, and inform ongoing conversations among state agencies, colleges and 

universities about improving transfer pathways and student supports. 

Study Design and Methods

Participants

This study draws on semi-structured interviews with 20 students who had experience with, or had intended to pursue, 

transfer from a 2-year college to a 4-year institution in Washington State. The interview sample included students at different 

points in the transfer process: 9 students had transferred, 5 had planned to transfer by the time of the study but had not 

yet done so, and 6 had stopped or dropped out before transfer. At the time of recruitment, 5 participants were currently 

attending a 2-year college, 9 were enrolled at a 4-year college or university after transfer, and 6 had previously attended a 

2-year college but were no longer enrolled in any institution.
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The sample included students from multiple regions of Washington. Based on participants’ current or most recently 

attended institutions, 8 were connected to institutions in the Seattle metro region, 6 in Eastern Washington, 5 in Central 

Washington, and 1 in Western Washington outside the Seattle area. Table 1 in appendix A includes these details as well as 

the region for the 2-year institution currently or most recently attended by each interviewee, and the 4-year institution they 

currently attend or plan to attend, if any. Amongst students’ current or most recently attended institutions, 16 were public 

and 4 were private; Table 2 in appendix A further outlines this delineation by 2- and 4-year institution.

Participants reflected a range of demographic backgrounds and educational experiences. Thirteen participants identified as 

women, 5 as men, and 2 as non-binary or genderqueer. Sixteen participants were coded as first-generation college students, 

19 had at least one listed indicator of economic disadvantage, and 16 participants were nonwhite. Interviewee demographic 

details are outlined in Table 3 in appendix A.

Participant recruitment and sample

Recruitment occurred in two phases. The first phase began with the development of an interest form for students who were 

willing to participate in an interview about their transfer experiences. The interest form asked students about their family 

educational background, economic background, and educational journey. Recruitment materials advertised a $100 gift card, 

with participants able to select the gift card option, as compensation for completing an interview.

The interest form was disseminated through emails and flyers shared through both the Washington Student Achievement 

Council and CCRI’s networks. Students who were members of CCRI’s STEM Transfer Partnerships3 teams were excluded 

from participating in interviews because of their increased familiarity with the transfer process. However, those student 

team members assisted with recruitment by helping identify and encourage participation among students who were not 

members of those teams.

After the initial interest form produced sufficient responses from students who successfully transferred or intended to 

have transferred but who were delayed and are still attending their 2-year institution, a second recruitment phase was 

then undertaken to better reach students who had intended to transfer but were no longer enrolled in any institution. This 

second phase used the same recruitment channels and helped ensure that the final interview sample included students 

whose transfer pathways had been interrupted or discontinued, rather than only students who remained connected to 

postsecondary institutions.

In total, 317 students completed the interest form, and 20 students were recruited for interviews. The final sample was 

selected to capture variation in transfer status, current enrollment status, institutional sector, and geography, as well as to 

represent potentially more challenging transfer journeys.

Data collection and analysis

Data were collected through 45- to 60-minute semi-structured interviews. The semi-structured interview protocol and initial 

codebook framework were developed in parallel. Both were informed by the current research literature on transfer and by 

the on-the-ground experience with transfer in the state of Washington by staff and researchers from CCRI and WSAC.

 

3 Community College Research Initiatives’ STEM Transfer Partnerships (STP) initiative supports teams from 2- and 4-year institutions—including student 

team members—to identify and remove structural barriers to STEM transfer and bachelor’s degree completion, particularly for students from low-income 

backgrounds. CCRI provides participating teams with structure, funding, expert coaching, and a statewide community of practice.
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Following each interview, the research team produced an analytic memo. These memos were designed to capture each 

student’s background, transfer pathway, entry point into higher education, detours and turning points, information gaps, 

sources of support or missing support, remaining uncertainties, notable quotations, implications for institutions, and 

interviewer reflections. 

Interview transcripts were analyzed using thematic content analysis. Analysis began with the initial codebook framework 

developed from prior literature and practitioner knowledge. As transcripts were reviewed, the codebook was refined 

iteratively: codes were added, removed, combined, or restructured in response to emerging patterns in the interview data. 

This approach allowed the analysis to combine deductive attention to known transfer-related barriers and supports with 

inductive attention to themes that emerged from students’ own descriptions of their experiences. The final themes were 

developed by comparing coded transcript excerpts and analytic memos across participants, with attention to similarities and 

differences across students’ transfer statuses, regions, institutional contexts, and demographic backgrounds.

All interviewee names were replaced with pseudonyms to protect participants’ identities while allowing readers to follow 

individual experiences across the report.

Findings

Finding 1: Transfer knowledge is often assumed rather than taught

Across our interviews, students often experienced transfer as something they had to discover, research, organize, and 

complete on their own. Rather than being guided through a clear, proactive, institutionally supported pathway, students 

described needing to independently search websites, compare requirements, track deadlines, figure out credit transfer, 

contact advisors (with variable results), solve financial aid questions, and identify resources. The burden of having to rely on 

self-advocacy and self-navigation was disproportionately felt based on students’ identities and lived experiences. Students 

who were from low-income backgrounds, first-generation, students of color, undocumented, from families with immigrant 

backgrounds, and disabled, parenting, working, and/or financially independent students often had to do more of this work 

with fewer inherited resources, less time, and higher consequences if they missed information.

1.1 Students had to discover transfer systems on their own

Many of the students we interviewed described transfer as a process they had to initiate and research themselves. Claire 

said, “The process of applying to transferring was something I completely did on my own,” while Morgan said that, when it 

came to transfer information, “I researched everything.” Zuri described constantly 

checking university websites and doing her own research, but also said she had 

long felt she had “no business” reaching out to the 4-year institution she desired 

to attend because she was not yet a student there.

Tanya explained, “I didn’t know where to start… and I just kind of did it on my own, 

and that’s not possible for everyone.” Similarly, Hannah described how she knew 

she was not alone in needing to figure out the transfer process independently: 

“Everybody does it for themselves, where, you know, you just go out there and 

you figure it out.” Caleb explained the challenge with this: “I don’t know what I 

don’t know, and it’s hard to ask questions about something that I don’t know about.”

A transfer system that requires self-navigation before institutions have taught students how the system works exacerbates 

inequities because students’ ability to transfer depends not only on academic readiness, but on whether they know what 

“I don’t know what I 
don’t know, and it’s 
hard to ask questions 
about something that I 
don’t know about.”  
–Caleb
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questions to ask, whom to contact, how to interpret institutional websites and language, how to advocate across offices and 

institutions, and how to persist when information is incomplete, misleading, overwhelming, or discouraging. 

1.2 Information gaps placed heavier burdens on students without inherited college knowledge or from 
underserved communities

This burden was especially visible among students who did not have family members or peer networks who had transferred 

or completed a 4-year degree before. For first-generation college students, the challenge was not only completing forms or 

meeting requirements, but also not knowing what the process entailed. As Caleb said, “I don’t have the resources that other 

people do to lean on them. They know people who’ve done it, they have parents who’ve gone through and went to the same 

schools that they’re going to.” Similarly, Tanya said, “I wasn’t even aware that [transfer] was, like, a thing. I didn’t even know 

about transferring. I thought, like, it was either you go to a 4-year [school] right out of high school, or you don’t.” Once she 

learned about transfer through an event flyer, she still “didn’t know what that even looked like.” As a first-generation college 

student, she explained that “a lot of us just literally don’t have the information to realize that it’s possible for us.” Morgan 

found transfer to be an intimidating process because “not only am I a first-generation student, but I’m also kind of older. I 

didn’t even have my parents for… emotional support… It was kind of scary.” 

Marisol described the added burden for undocumented students, noting that the challenge was not only finding resources 

but also “the fear and the not knowing what questions to ask.” For undocumented students, the need for self-advocacy was 

complicated by fear of disclosure and uncertainty about eligibility for scholarships and other resources. Student parents 

with disabilities like Tanya had to navigate not only admissions and credit transfer, but also childcare, state childcare subsidy 

policies, financial aid, and campus and class accessibility. For Zuri, a Black student and daughter of African immigrant 

parents, self-advocacy included recovering from discouraging and biased advising that made her question whether her 

transfer goals were realistic or welcome.

Students who already know what questions to ask can move through the system more effectively, while those with 

additional barriers or without inherited college knowledge often learn key information only after missing deadlines, choosing 

courses without knowledge of whether and how they will transfer, delaying enrollment, or entering a pathway that does not 

align cleanly with their desired bachelor’s program. These students described instances where institutional actors created 

additional challenges for them when they assumed inherited college knowledge. Hannah shared that while both of her 

older sisters completed associate degrees, she still arrived at each stage of her transfer process without knowing what to 

do or who to ask. As she shared, her sisters “shouldn’t have to be the one[s] to explain everything to me.” When institutions 

assume that college knowledge travels through families, they fail to acknowledge their responsibility to provide this 

information to students and place an invisible burden on them. In these cases, students are forced to learn by doing, which 

can include making mistakes, inefficient coursetaking, and path redirections. 

1.3 Running Start students needed transfer literacy and guidance4

Transfer information was not only important for traditional postsecondary students; dual enrollment students also needed 

explicit, individualized information about how transfer and credit mobility work in order for Running Start to save them time 

and money. The four Running Start students we talked to described challenges related to moving quickly through credits 

before they understood college systems, planning, advising, or transfer.

 

4 Running Start is one of Washington’s concurrent-enrollment dual-credit programs. Eligible high school students take college courses taught by college faculty at 

participating community and technical colleges or public 4-year universities and earn both high school and college credit.
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For example, Mateo and Hannah both entered college through Running Start, yet neither left the program with a clear 

picture of where it could take them. Mateo, a first-generation college student, immigrant, and WASFA recipient, completed 

Running Start without ever being told an Associate of Science pathway existed. He discovered this transfer route to STEM 

only after graduating high school and researching on his own. Hannah, also a first-generation student, assumed she was 

locked into whatever direction her first associate degree pointed her to, sharing: 

“I wish I would have known that a transfer was possible. I wish that I wasn’t so stressed about doing it in the first 

place… I was seeing it as… you’re stuck with the AA you got in the first place, you know? You have to find a degree 

somewhere in that area, and I guess I was stressed about that. I didn’t realize you could… take a step back, a little, and 

move in a different direction.” 

Though Hannah completed her DTA through Running Start, she did not know what counselors did, where to find them, or 

what transfer made possible. She only reached a Running Start advisor because her sister physically walked her to the office. 

She shared: 

“I myself didn’t really know exactly who I was supposed to go to. It wasn’t until my last quarter of Running Start that I 

actually learned who my counselor was, because we never actually talked, and they never told me where I could find 

them. I still had a lot of questions, but it was… more of a process where I felt like I was doing this alone.” 

Hannah ended up taking a break after high school because she felt overwhelmed and uncertain. For both Mateo and 

Hannah, Running Start had already opened the door to college, but what it never provided was any sense of where that door 

could lead, leaving both students to figure that out on their own after high school graduation. 

Adriana completed community college coursework through Running Start and used paper checklists for credits and 

distribution areas, but did not receive enough support related to selective admissions, financial aid verification, destination-

specific planning, or building a competitive extracurricular or research profile. Javier originally planned a 4-year engineering 

degree and entered a 2-year institution as a Running Start student with transfer intent, but shifted from an Associate in 

Science-Transfer (AS-T) to an Associate in Arts (AA) to graduate faster. He later discovered engineering-specific requirements 

had not been fully accounted for with the AA degree, negatively impacting his timeline to graduation at his 4-year institution.

Running Start students may accumulate college credits before they have knowledge about college systems. For students 

pursuing STEM pathways, as we see with Mateo and Javier, the consequences of pursuing an AA versus AS-T determine 

whether they are ready to transfer into their intended major at a junior level or if they are missing foundational 

science and math prerequisites that will add more time and cost to their degree completion. The information gaps and 

misunderstandings of the transfer process we heard students experiencing are especially consequential for first-generation, 

rural, and low-income students, and those who do not have inherited familial knowledge of higher education systems. 

1.4 Transfer support is often contingent on informal networks 

Students’ accounts reveal how informal networks sometimes filled gaps students experienced within formal institutional 

supports, such as Hannah’s sister helping her find a Running Start counselor in the preceding section. Some students found 

the most helpful support through community organizations, coworkers, peers, family members, and trusted professionals. 

These informal advocates translated institutional rules, identified pathway-specific courses, explained how to navigate 

registration barriers, helped complete financial aid processes, introduced students to programs, and provided material and 

emotional support. These forms of assistance were often discovered through circumstance rather than through intentional 

institutional outreach. 
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Sofia received critical help through her community organizing network and a friend who had already navigated WASFA 

and residency questions. Logan similarly relied on a transfer student one quarter ahead of him to understand what the 

admissions process would look like before completing it himself. Renee’s major turning points came through workplace 

connections. Tanya relied on a woman connected to the grant-funded Child Care Access Means Parents in School Program 

(CCAMPIS)5 and a professor (who was not her advisor), who encouraged her and helped her apply to her 4-year institution. 

Marisol relied on her 2-year institution’s Diversity and Equity Center, MESA6, Communities for Our Colleges (C4C)7, and family 

during the transfer process. Zuri relied on her mother, who shares the same profession, and her own work experience. 

A transfer system where students rely on informal networks and community connections to fill the gaps in formal and 

proactive support exacerbates inequities because those networks are not equally available to all students. Students who 

are working full time, raising children, or navigating financial instability have the least time to invest in seeking out informal 

advocates, and they should not have to. Additionally, informal advocates who are not trained on transfer systems may be 

factually incorrect. As Luis shared, “I went to ask my peers, ‘How long is this program again? If we transfer, how long is this 

going to be?’ And I think maybe they were also confused.”

These accounts suggest that informal networks do not benefit students equally. Students with access to people who 

understand transfer, know how colleges work, or can connect them to responsive staff often received guidance that 

helped them move forward. Students without those networks were more likely to rely on trial and error. When institutional 

knowledge and support are distributed by chance rather than need, it advantages students with college-informed family, 

peer, or professional networks. When students who need institutional support do not receive it, they are more likely to 

pause, stop out, or leave college altogether.

Finding 2: Advising shaped whether students could see and act on a viable transfer pathway

Advising emerged as one of the most consequential supports in students’ transfer journeys because it shaped not only 

what students knew, but also what they believed was possible. Students often distinguished between advising that helped 

them register for classes or complete an associate degree and advising that helped them understand how to move toward 

a specific bachelor’s pathway. When advising was relational, timely, and grounded in students’ goals and life circumstances, 

it helped students interpret requirements, build confidence, identify options, and persist through uncertainty. When 

advising was generic, delayed, inaccessible, or discouraging, students were left to carry more of the administrative burden 

themselves, often questioning their plans, changing pathways, missing opportunities, or pausing their education altogether.

2.1 Helpful advising was relational, affirming, and grounded in students’ realities

Advising shaped both students’ transfer plans and their confidence. Students looked to advisors not only for technical 

information, but for help assessing what futures were possible. When advising was impersonal, dismissive, or disconnected 

from students’ intended pathways, it could change the course of students’ education. For students who were already 

 

5 Child Care Access Means Parents in School (CCAMPIS) is a federal competitive-grant program that funds colleges and universities to establish or support 

campus-based childcare for low-income student parents. Funds may also support related services needed to enable student parents to pursue postsecondary 

education. 
6 Washington MESA (Mathematics, Engineering, Science Achievement) is a community-college transfer-preparation program supporting students from 

historically underrepresented communities who are pursuing STEM degrees. Program supports include tailored advising, academic workshops, dedicated study 

centers, transfer preparation, university visits, internships, research opportunities, and career and professional development. 
7 Communities for Our Colleges (C4C) is a multiracial, student-centered Washington campaign and coalition that engages students, faculty, staff, labor 

organizations, and community members to advocate for improved funding, access, and racial equity in the state’s community and technical colleges.
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pursuing paths that felt uncertain or ambitious in addition to navigating financial pressure, first-generation status, racism, 

caregiving, or other challenges, these interactions carried real weight. Students needed, but did not always receive, advisors 

who understood their goals, asked about their circumstances, helped them interpret options, and offered honest guidance 

and concrete steps without closing down possibilities. 

Several students described advising structures that felt random, impersonal, or poorly matched to their goals. Sofia 

questioned why she had been assigned to a 2-year college advisor who was a white professor who had no connection to 

her field or interests: “I have no idea who this man is… This isn’t even someone that I’ve had as a professor or a professor 

from a department that I’m interested in going further into.” She understood that institutions may assign advisors randomly, 

but said the effect was confusion: “It feels really unintentional and I think that the impact is, it leads to more confusion.” 

For students trying to make high-stakes decisions about transfer, random assignment determined whether they could get 

meaningful guidance from someone who understood their path.

Other students described advising interactions that were actively discouraging. Brooke, a first-generation college 

student from a rural community, said a 2-year advisor told her she had no chance in the program she hoped to enter. 

She remembered “crying, and just feeling disappointment in myself during that meeting” because she already “felt like… I 

was getting older, and… my path was closing down on me.” That interaction led Brooke to change her major pathway and 

impacted her willingness to seek advising at all. Renee described a similar experience when she was trying to identify a viable 

transfer and career path. Advisors were hard to reach, and when she did connect with one, the response was discouraging: 

“‘Oh, you really think you can do that?’” After this advisor said that she would not be a good candidate for her intended 

program, “it made me feel really bad. And so I just stopped going to college, I just started working full time.” As we saw with 

Brooke and Renee, discouraging advising can redirect, delay, or interrupt their education.  

Students also highlighted the importance of culturally responsive and asset-based advising that helps students identify 

and emphasize their strengths in order to realize their transfer goals. For example, Zuri’s first 2-year advisor told her to 

“be realistic” about her transfer goals, which Zuri, a Black woman, experienced as dismissive and possibly racialized. She 

said that “it really broke [her] heart” and was “an immediate shutdown.” She reflected on what that could mean for other 

students: 

“I know that there is someone else out there who may have been told the same thing... and has completely given up on 

the opportunity and their dreams. Is that really fair? Imagine how different their life could have been if someone felt the 

love for them, encouraged them and pushed them, and told them it was possible, instead of shutting them down and 

trying to shut the door for them.” 

Sofia described a related pattern in how assumptions about her identity as a Latina student from a rural agricultural 

community shaped the options presented to her. She felt pushed toward a narrow set of majors: 

“I think that…racial equity is really lacking, like, that lens…I definitely felt like I was still being pushed into this box of, 

like, you’re Latina? Be a teacher, be a nurse, and it’s like, but… why don’t you tell me to be a doctor? Like, what? Or a 

professor?” 

Advising can reproduce inequity when advisors make assumptions about what futures are realistic for particular students. 

Students also described what more effective advising looked like. Helpful advisors began with students’ goals and worked 

backward to build a plan. Marcus described an advisor whose approach helped students clarify and pursue their vision: 

“We had to set the vision—where we wanted to go, what we wanted to do, and they were huge into making sure that 

that vision was fulfilled. Right? The amount of care that was there was insane.”

9
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Erin similarly described an advisor who connected with them as a person, not just as a transcript or major plan. Their advisor 

talked with them about shared interests and helped them think about what they might be “interested in… as a human” 

rather than only what would “benefit your trajectory on paper.”

For many students, relational advising was built through small but meaningful signs of care. Adriana continued to rely on 

her high school counselor even after entering college because “he knows me well,” meaning he knew her academic history 

and her family. Renee described the importance of faculty and advisors who asked basic human questions like, “How’s life 

going?” or “Is everything good?” These gestures mattered because they signaled that the advisor saw the student’s full 

context, not just their course schedule. 

The contrast between harmful and helpful advising was especially clear for students who eventually found better support. 

Brooke later spoke with advisors at 4-year institutions who seemed to “genuinely… care about their jobs and building that 

student and advisor relationship.” Zuri sought out a new advisor who reviewed her transcript, recognized her academic 

turnaround, helped her see that her transfer goal was still possible, and provided concrete advice for strengthening her 

transfer application. Renee later experienced proactive, relational advising at another institution, where an advisor called 

to check whether she was on track and encouraged her to re-enroll after her daughter was born. When she returned to a 

2-year institution years later, a workforce-training program connected her to an advisor who helped her pursue nursing 

and reassured her that she was on track. Mateo found this kind of consistent support through MESA, where an advisor built 

a course plan with him, helped him balance classes to protect his GPA, shared scholarship and internship resources, and 

reviewed essays needed for transfer admission to a 4-year institution. 

Across these students’ experiences, helpful advising combined care with concrete action connected to their goals. Helpful 

advisors asked about and understood students’ circumstances, connected them to resources, and followed up over time. 

The strongest advising relationships helped students build a plan and the confidence and resources to carry it out. 

2.2 Students needed early, transfer-specific, and program-specific advising

As the previous students’ stories suggest, advising shaped students’ confidence, timelines, course-taking, institutional 

belonging, and willingness to persist. The most helpful advising was anticipatory and individualized. The least helpful 

advising derailed students’ plans without providing a clear explanation or alternative paths, and placed responsibility back 

on students without helping them interpret the system.

Students needed advising that began with their intended bachelor’s goal rather than only the credential immediately in 

front of them. Being on track to complete an associate degree did not necessarily mean being on track to enter a specific 

bachelor’s program, preserve junior standing within the major after transfer, or graduate on the expected timeline. The 

most helpful advising worked backward from the student’s intended institution and program, identified the courses and 

application steps that mattered for that destination, and gave students the information early enough to act on it. 

Javier’s experience illustrates the distinction between advising solely focused on completing an associate degree and 

advising that helps students along their transfer pathway. Although he had consistently planned to transfer into aerospace 

or mechanical engineering, his 2-year advising primarily tracked requirements for his associate degree. He explained, 

“They’re more focused on getting me the associate’s degree rather than getting me into the engineering pathway.” He later 

learned that he was missing two chemistry courses required for his intended pathway, even though he could have taken 

those courses earlier without disrupting his schedule. The issue was that the advising plan was aligned only with the 2-year 

credential rather than the 4-year program Javier wanted to transfer into. 

Javier did receive some useful program-specific information through a transfer event that took him to a 4-year institution 

and introduced him to available majors and opportunities. However, the needed chemistry requirements still fell through 
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the gap because that program-specific information was not fully integrated into his regular advising. His experience shows 

that an advising plan can be accurate for the 2-year institution’s credential while remaining incomplete for the student’s 

stated transfer goal.

Other students described similar problems when advisors lacked program-specific knowledge. Erin noted that programs 

with the same broad label, such as music, could differ substantially across institutions. One program might emphasize 

classical performance, another music education, another music business, and another ethnomusicology. Without knowledge 

of these differences, advisors could not help students compare which program actually matched their interests and goals. 

Program-specific advising, then, is not only about prerequisite lists; it also requires helping students understand program 

emphasis, structure, opportunities, and outcomes.

Students also needed advising that supported the transition between institutions, not just advising within one institution. 

Renee described receiving encouragement from advisors and faculty at her 2-year institution to apply to the 4-year 

institution she later attended, but said that “in between [the transition from a 2-year to a 4-year], there was nothing.” Her 

experience reflects an underlying structural gap: when 2-year institutions see their responsibility as ending at graduation 

and 4-year institutions see theirs as beginning after enrollment, students are left to manage the handoff alone.

Claire reported that her 2-year advisor “was very helpful and very kind, and she helped me… getting stuff done at [2-year]”, 

but transfer was not proactively discussed: 

“When I wanted to transfer to [4-year], … [there] was never really an advisor working with you to be like, okay, once 

you’re getting close to graduating from here, okay, what, what university are you applying to? What’s the process like? 

… Towards my end of my time at [2-year], it was literally just like, kay, you finished, congrats, and then bye. I didn’t really 

have any conversations with anyone about transferring to a university. And then … I took a year before I went back to 

school.” 

Once Claire decided to transfer, “The process of applying to transferring was something I completely did on my own.”

The need for individualized advising continued after transfer. Tanya described her 4-year advisor as much more helpful 

than her previous advisor because the advisor mapped options clearly and helped her understand the consequences of 

different choices. She said, “I love my advisor at [4-year]. It’s a 

different experience for sure,” and described how the advisor used 

spreadsheets to show “what this option would look like,” what 

course loads she could take, and which classes would meet specific 

requirements. This kind of advising helped Tanya make informed 

decisions rather than simply react to requirements one at a time.

Morgan’s experience also highlights the importance of program-

specific advising, especially in a structured major like mechanical 

engineering. At her 2-year institution, she relied heavily on 

equivalency guides for her target 4-year institution and her own research. General advising at her 2-year institution was 

not very useful for transfer; she “met an advisor one time, and… it was a waste of time, because the advisor was nice, but 

in terms of information regarding the transfer, I… researched everything.” In contrast, her first 4-year advisor played a 

significant role in her persistence: “If I did not have my [4-year] advisor, I would have dropped out way sooner. And might not 

have even gone to [second 4-year that she transferred to].” 

“If I did not have my [4-
year] advisor, I would have 
dropped out way sooner. And 
might not have even gone 
to [second 4-year that she 
transferred to].”    –Morgan
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These experiences demonstrate how transfer- and program-specific advising is important before, between, and after 

transfer. Students need support before they choose courses that may not apply, before deadlines pass, and before they 

arrive at a 4-year institution with unresolved requirements. They also need advising that bridges the space between 

institutions. Without that support, students may complete credentials, credits, or even enroll at a 4-year institution while still 

lacking a clear path through the degree they intended to pursue.

2.3 Transfer advising needed to be holistic and coordinated across offices

In addition to early, individualized, and program-specific advising, students’ experiences point to the need for more 

holistic transfer support that connects academic planning with financial aid, basic needs, immigration status, childcare, 

public benefits, transportation, disability accommodations, housing, and 4-year receiving-institution requirements. Across 

interviews, students did not experience transfer as merely a question of which classes to take. Instead, transfer decisions 

were shaped by whether they could afford to enroll, maintain work hours, keep childcare, access public benefits, find 

scholarships, resolve financial aid or residency questions, get documentation questions answered, commute or relocate, and 

find someone at the receiving institution who could provide a clear answer to their questions.

Elena’s experience illustrates the problem clearly. Her transfer plan was shaped not only by her 2-year institution credits 

and 4-year degree requirements, but also by parenting, custody, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)-related benefits, WorkFirst, Basic Food Employment and Training 

(BFET)8, chronic pain, rent, utilities, and childcare. She described “hunting down advisors, hunting down counselors, hunting 

down program information” as “a very big barrier.” Sofia similarly needed guidance across transfer challenges related 

to DACA, residency, WASFA, in-state tuition, and re-enrollment after stopping out. Kelly’s transfer was delayed when 

scholarship information came too late. Logan worked significant hours because FAFSA assumed family support he did not 

receive, which then made it harder to access advising and financial aid offices during standard hours. Tanya needed transfer 

support that accounted for childcare, disability services, commuting, and schedule predictability. 

Students repeatedly described needing support across multiple systems at once. The problem was not simply that students 

lacked academic information, but rather that no single office was positioned to help them connect academic requirements 

with the financial, familial, immigration, benefits, and logistical realities that determined whether transfer was feasible.

This suggests that transfer advising cannot be limited to pathway maps, course registration, or transcript review. Those 

pieces matter, but they are only one part of what students need to successfully transfer and persist. For many students, the 

most consequential transfer barriers sat between offices or outside the institution entirely: financial aid did not match family 

reality; benefits systems changed when household or custody status changed; scholarship deadlines were missed; residency 

and DACA questions went unanswered; childcare subsidies were disrupted; or students were referred from one office to 

another without anyone taking responsibility for holistic, coordinated support. The goal should not be for every advisor to 

know everything, but for the system to help students coordinate across offices and support them until the issue is resolved.

Finding 3: Credit mobility did not guarantee degree progress or program entry

3.1 Transferable credits did not always apply to the intended degree

Several students completed transfer-oriented degrees, followed general transfer worksheets, or had credits accepted by 

a receiving institution, only to learn later that some coursework did not satisfy the requirements for their intended major, 
 

8 In Washington, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) provides temporary cash assistance to eligible families with children, while the Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), called Basic Food in Washington, provides monthly food benefits. WorkFirst is Washington’s employment-and-training 

strategy for families receiving TANF, while Basic Food Employment and Training (BFET) connects eligible Basic Food recipients with education, skills training, job-

search assistance, and related participation supports through community and technical colleges and community-based organizations.
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program, college, or graduation plan. The problem was not always whether credits transferred, but how they transferred: 

whether they counted as electives, met general education requirements, fulfilled major prerequisites, or moved students 

closer to graduation.

This distinction mattered because students assumed that a DTA or associate degree would create a clear and efficient path 

to a 4-year degree. For students with limited financial aid, work obligations, caregiving responsibilities, or narrow program 

timelines, learning after taking courses that they only counted as electives or did not meet a specific requirement created 

significant stress and, in some cases, delayed transfer or graduation. The administrative burden of interpreting credit 

applicability often fell on students themselves, who had to compare websites, contact departments, read equivalency 

guides, and reconcile conflicting information across institutions.

Amina’s experience illustrates how this can happen 

even on a common transfer route. She completed 

an AA-DTA and transferred to a 4-year university, 

but later learned that the general AA-DTA planning 

information she used had not maximized her 

4-year university’s course equivalencies. Some 

2-year courses transferred as credit but did not 

meet the 4-year institution’s requirements in 

the way she expected. She was also initially told 

that her foreign language requirement would 

be satisfied through a proficiency test in her 

second language, but near the end of her junior year she learned she would instead need 15 credits of foreign language. 

She explained how damaging the timing could have been: “If I had found out about this in the middle of my senior year [at 

my 4-year institution], I would be so discouraged that I would probably quit… if you had told me this at the beginning of my 

starting, I could have already been done with this requirement.” For Amina, late information about credit applicability turned 

what seemed like a completed transfer plan into a graduation delay and persistence risk.

Elena’s case highlights a similar problem in a specialized pathway. She chose an AA-DTA with a focus in psychology because 

her 2-year institution did not offer a music degree, and advising suggested psychology was a reasonable route toward her 

longer-term goal of music therapy. But she still did not know whether her 4-year institution would accept those credits in a 

way that advanced her toward music therapy, whether she needed additional music coursework first, or what admissions 

and proficiency expectations applied. She described the transfer degree label as misleading: “It’s got transfer in [the name]… 

supposedly, to make things easier, but I really doubt it. It’s just… it makes their paperwork easier.” Her experience shows that 

a degree can be labeled “transfer” without giving students a clear, usable pathway into the bachelor’s program they actually 

want.

These examples suggest that transfer systems need to communicate credit applicability earlier and more clearly. Students 

should be able to distinguish among credits that transfer as electives, credits that satisfy general education requirements, 

credits that meet major prerequisites, credits that apply to competitive program admission, and credits that count toward 

graduation. Without that clarity, students may complete transfer degrees, accumulate credits, or enroll at 4-year institutions 

while still carrying unresolved questions about whether their prior coursework actually advances their bachelor’s degree.

3.2 Major pathways and institution-specific policies impact transfer 

Transfer barriers were especially acute in highly sequenced, competitive, or professionally regulated majors such as 

nursing, engineering, athletic training, architecture, and other applied or licensure-oriented fields. Students in humanities 

“If I had found out about this in the 
middle of my senior year [at my 4-year 
institution], I would be so discouraged 
that I would probably quit… if you had 
told me this at the beginning of my 
starting, I could have already been done 
with this requirement.”      –Amina
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or social sciences also faced barriers, but their pathways often allowed more flexibility in how credits could be used. In 

more structured majors, however, one missing prerequisite, non-applicable course, delayed program application cycle, or 

institution-specific rule could disrupt a student’s transfer timeline. 

Several students had credits transfer in a technical sense but still faced delays or uncertainty because those credits did not 

align with major requirements, course sequences, program admission rules, or 4-year receiving-institution policies. In these 

cases, admission to a university or junior credit standing did not necessarily mean the student was ready or eligible to enter 

the next stage of their intended bachelor’s program. 

Zuri’s pathway illustrates how institution-specific requirements can create uncertainty before transfer. While completing 

nursing prerequisites at her 2-year institution, she discovered that a healthcare-focused communications course she had 

taken would not satisfy the communications requirements for 4-year receiving institutions. This left her unsure whether 

she would need to retake the course, petition for approval, or seek clarification from multiple 4-year institutions’ nursing 

programs she might apply to. For a student trying to enter a competitive and sequenced program, this kind of uncertainty 

can affect application timing, cost, and confidence.

Transfer admission, credit acceptance, and program admission can function as separate hurdles, increasing the 

administrative burden on students. For Marisol, most of her credits transferred to her 4-year institution, but she was not 

able to enter the athletic training program immediately because of program-specific prerequisites and timing. Her DTA 

helped her move from the 2-year institution to the 4-year institution, but it did not automatically place her into the program 

she had transferred to pursue. Instead, she had to take additional coursework and wait to reapply during the next program 

cycle. 

Other students’ stories reinforce the same pattern. Morgan’s engineering credits transferred, but mechanical engineering’s 

strict course sequence meant that failed or repeated courses after transfer had cascading effects on her timeline. Javier 

completed associate degree requirements before learning that his intended engineering pathway required additional 

chemistry coursework at his 4-year institution (see Finding 2.2 for more information). 

Renee’s nursing pathway also indicates how program rules can differ between institutions, complicating progress over time. 

She had completed courses that met some nursing prerequisites, but because she attended multiple institutions with breaks 

between enrollments, she later found that repeated coursework, program-specific requirements, and institutional policies 

still delayed and complicated her path to completion. For students like Renee who have nonlinear pathways, major-specific 

requirements and course equivalencies that differ between institutions are hard to track and resolve, often extending 

students’ timeline to graduation. 

Luis’s architecture pathway adds another dimension: formal articulation does not always mean curricular continuity. His 

2-year program emphasized computer-based drafting and preparation for employment, while students who began at the 

university spent more of their early curriculum on physical models and design. As Luis explained: 

“The class was… pointed in the direction [of] the people who were going straight into the workforce.… [At the university], 

they spend those first two years mostly doing models and physical stuff, while we do a lot of computer, digital design.… 

When we join their course, we are not caught up with them in design.… In some ways, that puts us ahead of them, but that 

also puts us behind in other ways as well.” 

Although the pathway could place transfer students at approximately junior standing, the two programs had built different 

skill sequences. 
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Together, these cases highlight how major pathways can magnify transfer barriers. Competitive and sequenced majors 

create high consequences for missing a prerequisite, taking a course that does not apply, entering one term late, or 

misunderstanding the difference between university admission and program admission. Across these cases, students 

needed to know not only whether their credits would be accepted, but also whether those credits would move them through 

the right sequence, satisfy the right requirement, and preserve their intended timeline to graduation.

Finding 4: Transfer was a whole-life transition shaped by finances, work, caregiving, geography, 
and identity

4.1 Financial barriers extended beyond tuition

Financial strain appeared across nearly every case, but it took different forms depending on students’ backgrounds, 

institutions, and life circumstances. Students were not only calculating whether they could afford tuition; they were also 

weighing debt, housing and other living costs, transportation, childcare, work schedules, lost time on a career path, lost 

income from reducing work hours, scholarship eligibility, loan repayment, and whether they could afford to participate in 

high-impact academic or extracurricular opportunities. Across these stories, affordability went beyond tuition to the overall 

feasibility of making transfer fit within students’ lives.

Financial aid formulas did not always reflect the resources students actually had. Caleb was financially self-supporting, but 

his aid eligibility remained tied to his parents’ income. After he missed transfer deadlines before graduating from his 2-year 

institution, he entered loan repayment and full-time work. This made it harder to restart the transfer process because the 

pause created new financial obligations at the same time that the transfer process began to feel more intimidating. Logan 

described a similar financial aid mismatch. Although he received no financial support from his single parent, FAFSA treated 

him as a dependent and calculated that his family could contribute tens of thousands of dollars, leaving him with little 

assistance beyond federal loans.

Work was also a major financial and academic pressure. Many students we spoke with, especially those from low-income 

backgrounds, depended on employment to help pay basic expenses. Marcus worked a graveyard shift from 9:00 p.m. to 5:30 

a.m. and then attended classes during the day. He described the consequences of this financial necessity: 

“I failed a class because I could not stay awake…. When I quit my job, I was able to sleep better… and I ended up acing 
my next two exams. And now I face losing my place of living, I face losing my car, face losing my insurance, because I 
didn’t have a job to keep up with these things.”

For working students like Marcus, “balancing” work and school can be an impossible tradeoff: working enough to survive can 

make school unsustainable, but reducing work can threaten housing, transportation, basic needs, and their ability to stay 

enrolled. 

Other students made work decisions based on what schedules were compatible with school. Zuri works around 20 hours per 
week in food service because hospital shifts, while more connected to her nursing goals, were too long to combine with her 
commute and coursework. Living at home helps reduce costs, but she still has to manage work, long commutes on public 
transportation, and demanding prerequisites. For students in competitive programs, paid work can limit time for studying, 
advising, application preparation, and other activities that support transfer success.

Financial barriers also shaped access to high-impact opportunities. Morgan joined an extracurricular design team after 
transferring into engineering because it seemed important for community, experience, and future employability. However, 
the design team required roughly 40 hours of work per week and functioned like an unpaid job. Opportunities like this may 
be formally open to all students, but they are not equally accessible if they assume students can contribute large amounts of 
unpaid time.



REPORT FOR WSAC   |  Navigating Transfer in Washington: Student Experiences, Barriers, and Supports

20uw.edu/ccri

Some students faced financial instability during the transfer transition itself. Renee enrolled in summer courses immediately 

after transferring to her first 4-year institution, hoping to get ahead. However, the institution did not provide support for 

summer housing, so she lived in her car for the first few weeks until a classmate offered her a spare room. Her experience 

shows that transfer students may be admitted and enrolled but still lack the housing, bridge funding, or emergency support 

needed to actually begin successfully.

Elena’s experience illustrates what more holistic financial support can look like. BFET helped cover needs that ordinary 

financial aid did not, including textbooks, supplies, transportation, childcare-related items, hygiene products, and emergency 

costs such as rent or car repairs. She described this as support for “everything else that your financial aid won’t cover.” 

Programs like this recognize that tuition assistance alone is not enough if students cannot get to campus, buy materials, 

arrange care, or handle emergencies. 

Together, these examples show that transfer affordability should be evaluated by whether students can sustain enrollment 

and fully participate academically, not only by whether tuition is covered. Aid that assumes unavailable family support, 

arrives too late, requires students to give up needed income, or excludes housing, transportation, childcare, and other basic 

needs can make an academically available pathway financially impossible. Transfer becomes financially workable when 

financial aid, employment, basic needs support, housing, transportation, and program timelines align rather than forcing 

students to sacrifice one condition of success to preserve another.

4.1.1 Financial aid complexity adds to students’ administrative burden

Students described financial aid as both essential to transfer and difficult to navigate. For many, it was not simply a resource 

that made college more affordable; it was another complicated system layered on top of admissions, credit transfer, 

advising, and program requirements. Students had to understand eligibility rules, aid limits, deadlines, institutional 

processes, and errors, often without a single person who could explain how the whole system worked.

Brooke’s experience shows how missing financial aid information can affect students’ timelines. She said that if there had 

been a way for her to be in school without working, “I think that could have helped me get a degree quicker.” Yet she did not 

know about the Federal Pell Grant’s Lifetime Eligibility Used limit until she discovered it herself while working on her transfer 

application. Once she looked into it, she realized she had used less than half of her eligibility. Earlier guidance could have 

helped her decide whether to use more aid and work less, rather than extending her time to degree while working full time.

Renee’s experience highlights how financial aid errors can delay transfer even after students have made academic progress. 

A financial aid issue at her 2-year institution delayed her enrollment at her 4-year institution by a full year. Her case 

demonstrates that students can be academically ready to move forward but still be held back by institutional errors, unclear 

communication, or delayed aid processes. 

Together, these experiences show how financial aid complexity becomes part of the administrative burden students 

carry, and how that falls unevenly on students. Part of the challenge is structural: each institution independently reviews 

a student’s aid application, determines eligibility, interprets residency or documentation status, and communicates award 

information separately. Students often experienced this as a fragmented system in which no one person or office could 

explain the whole process. When students had to interpret FAFSA, WASFA, residency, scholarship eligibility, aid limits, 

institutional errors, and documentation requirements on their own, financial aid itself became a transfer barrier.

4.1.2 Immigrant and undocumented students faced additional financial aid complexity

Financial aid was especially complex for immigrant, undocumented, DACA-recipient, and WASFA-eligible students, who often 

needed information that was more specific than general financial aid information. The challenge was not only completing an 
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application; it was understanding eligibility, residency, institutional interpretation of state policy, scholarship restrictions, 

documentation concerns, and whether it was safe to disclose their immigration status.

Sofia’s experience illustrates how state aid can exist but still be hard to access. She described WASFA as similar enough to the 

FAFSA that, with support, she could follow the general process her peers used. However, submitting the WASFA was only the 

first step. Her institution also had to determine her residency eligibility, and that is where she encountered confusion. She 

explained: 

“That residency piece, it continues to be an issue and a barrier and a confusing point for so many students… It feels a 

little bit purposely evasive...They [community college staff] are like, ‘I don’t know about that.’ And it’s like, how do you 

not know about that when this happens every year?”

Although the state residency policy had been in effect for years, Sofia shared that she had to bring a printed copy of the state 

law to her institution to advocate for her eligibility because staff were not familiar with the policy. This placed the burden on 

her to interpret and defend a policy that institutional staff should have been prepared to administer. It also shaped how she 

thought about transferring. The thought of repeating that process at a larger, less familiar 4-year institution contributed to 

her decision to withdraw her enrollment.

Mateo also described WASFA as one of the most difficult parts of transfer. He found that transfer workshops emphasized 

why students should apply, but not how to complete the process or handle immigrant-family circumstances. He found little 

useful information online or at either his 2-year or 4-year institution. As he explained: 

“I come from an immigrant background, so some information I found doesn’t apply to me. And sometimes it is very 

difficult to find this information from other people or online. Everything, every process, was more like something I had 

to try and if it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work.”

For Mateo, financial aid guidance existed in theory but was not specific enough to be useful. Financial aid navigation became 

a trial-and-error process, adding uncertainty to an already complicated transfer pathway.

Luis’s experience shows why these gaps in support carry especially high stakes. He relied heavily on WASFA and scholarships 

because documentation-related employment barriers limited his ability to earn money through formal employment:

“Being a person that wasn’t born in the U.S., I depend a lot on state financial aid, so WASFA.… It’s a lot different to find 

the money that I need for school through scholarships or other ways.… I don’t have a Social Security [number] to be 

able to attain a job.… It felt like school was my only option; I didn’t have any other choice.”

For Luis, a financial aid problem could not easily be solved by working more. He also described WASFA renewal as recurring 

work, saying figuring out the required information “every year is a process in and of its own.” He also did not receive 

sustained WASFA support from his institution, suggesting that students need continued guidance through annual renewal 

and transfer between institutions, rather than one-time encouragement to apply.

Marisol explained that undocumented students may be hesitant to disclose their status because of fear, which means that 

simply having a resource available is not enough. Students need to know that resources exist without having to first reveal 

sensitive information or ask the exact right question. Marisol had to navigate WASFA, scholarship eligibility, limited aid, 

living costs, and the cost of staying full time while waiting to enter her intended program. As an undocumented student, 

she could not access some scholarships and had to be careful about who she disclosed her status to and where she sought 

information. Undocumented students may not access resources unless they are visible, proactive, and safe to use.
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A transfer system that leaves financial aid navigation to students exacerbates inequities because the stakes of getting it 

wrong are not equally distributed. Students with family wealth, flexible time, or college-educated networks may be better 

positioned to recover from a missed deadline, unclear form, or delayed award. Students who are undocumented, DACA 

recipients, low-income, working full time, supporting family, or returning after a stop-out may not have the same margin 

for error. For these students, financial aid advising needs to be proactive, accurate, confidential, and connected across 

institutions. Financial aid should be treated as part of transfer support, not as a separate system students must navigate 

alone.

4.2 Adult learners, working students, caregivers, and student parents needed systems designed around real life

A recurring finding across the interviews is that many transfer students are not moving through college as full-time, 

traditional-age students whose main responsibility is school. Adult learners, student parents, working students, caregivers, 

formerly incarcerated students, undocumented students, rural students, and financially independent students often 

described transfer as one responsibility layered on top of work, bills, caregiving, transportation, health, benefits systems, 

immigration status or residency questions, and family obligations.

What made transfer difficult for these students was not a lack of aspiration, but a mismatch between institutional systems 

and the realities of their lives. Advising hours, application deadlines, financial aid rules, course schedules, transfer events, 

and campus expectations seemed designed for students with flexible time, a stable income, reliable transportation, family 

help, and the ability to prioritize school above everything else. This was not the case for many participants.

Adult learners and students with additional responsibilities need more than standard transfer advising (see Finding 2.3). 

Participants described many additional responsibilities that directly shaped transfer, including:

•	 Working full time while attending school

•	 Paying their own rent, tuition, transportation, insurance, food, and other bills

•	 Supporting family financially

•	 Caring for children, siblings, or ill family members

•	 Navigating custody, childcare, and benefit systems

•	 Managing chronic pain, mental health, disability, or recovery

•	 Commuting long distances, often relying on public transportation or rides

•	 Re-entering college after years away

•	 Handling immigration, residency, WASFA, or DACA-related questions

•	 Transitioning from incarceration or prison-based education

•	 Trying to remain rooted in a local community while pursuing a bachelor’s degree.

These responsibilities were not peripheral. They affected whether students could attend advising appointments, participate 

in campus life, take required classes, reduce work hours, relocate, apply on time, or persist after transfer. These students 

need transfer support that is flexible, coordinated, financially realistic, and attentive to the full set of conditions that make 

enrollment possible.
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4.2.1 Student parents and caregivers needed transfer systems that account for care work

Several students were caring for children, siblings, or family members with serious health needs. Their stories show that 

caregiving directly determines what kinds of schedules, advising, financial aid, transportation, campus expectations, and 

course formats make transfer realistic.

Tanya, a student with disabilities who is also a single parent of two young children, had to coordinate childcare, commuting, 

class schedules, disability accommodations, and parenting responsibilities. Her experience shows how easily institutional 

policies and schedules can become barriers. She needed schedule predictability, accessible campus infrastructure, and more 

flexible attendance policies. Students’ ability to persist can be threatened if a class ends after childcare pickup, if course 

schedules are released too late to coordinate childcare, if all courses are in person, or if attendance policies do not account 

for disability or caregiving responsibilities.

Amina, a single parent with additional familial caregiving responsibilities, explained how “the caregiving aspect has dictated 

how much I can take on at school, to what extent am I involved in things.” Amina deferred her start at a 4-year institution 

after a family member was diagnosed with cancer, then 

began a year later while still caregiving for that family 

member, raising two children, working, commuting by public 

transportation, and navigating a difficult first-year transition 

when she experienced racial isolation after transfer. She 

tried to take time away from school for caregiving, but was 

not approved for hardship leave and instead had to deal 

with academic probation and financial aid consequences. 

Amina described having to choose between familial caregiving and school involvement, feeling that her family responsibilities 

sometimes had to come before grades, clubs, and conventional markers of campus engagement. She described the tradeoff 

clearly: “My responsibility to my family far exceeds whatever I felt for going to college because just the reality is, college is not 

a life-death situation.” 

Javier’s caregiving responsibilities shaped his transfer planning in a different way. He cared for three younger siblings 

while working 20 to 30 hours per week, commuting from a rural community, helping with family bills, and completing 

STEM prerequisites. He explained that transfer planning often got pushed aside by daily responsibilities: “It’s in the back 

of my mind… It is important to me, but in the… morning, when I’m helping pick out their clothes, I’m not thinking about 

transferring… When I’m working, I can’t think about transferring.” His caregiving and work schedule meant “push[ing] off [his] 

schoolwork… into… later in the evening,” and influenced which 4-year institution felt realistic.  

These cases show that students with caregiving responsibilities need transfer information early, repeatedly, and in formats 

they can access around work and family life. They also need clear leave options, proactive advising, flexible communication, 

predictable schedules, childcare-aware planning, and policies that recognize how caregiving can shape transfer and 

persistence. 

4.2.2 Adult and working students needed advising, financial aid, and course structures that fit work realities

For many students, work was not optional. It was how they paid for rent, food, transportation, bills, tuition, and family 

responsibilities. At the same time, long work hours reduced time for studying, advising, campus involvement, transfer 

research, and application preparation. Students were often caught between working enough to survive and having enough 

time to succeed academically.

“My responsibility to my family far 
exceeds whatever I felt for going to 
college because just the reality is, 
college is not a life-death situation.”    
–Amina
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Logan worked full time while attending his 2-year institution and during his first year at a 4-year institution, then tried to 

reduce his hours as coursework became more demanding. Since FAFSA treated him as a dependent even though he received 

no family financial support, he had limited aid and a heavy work burden. He explained, “Money’s been a really big stressor.” 

Even when advising, financial aid, or registrar support existed, Logan found it hard to access while working long hours and 

taking classes: “The wait times for any advising or financial aid or… registrar stuff take forever,” and with work and school, “I 

couldn’t find the time to make it work.” 

These stories demonstrate that transfer systems need to be designed for students who work. Working students we spoke 

with would have benefited from advising and financial aid offices with evening, virtual, and flexible access, as well as course 

schedules with options that fit working students’ lives. For adult and working students, transfer support has to make school 

financially and logistically possible, not just academically available. 

4.3 Geography shaped transfer choice, feasibility, and belonging

Geography shaped transfer in ways that went beyond distance to campus. Students’ choices were also shaped by access 

to programs, transportation, housing, family support, community ties, institutional fit, and whether they could imagine 

belonging at the 4-year receiving institution. For many students, transfer was not simply a question of where they wanted 

to go, but where they could realistically live, commute, afford, and remain connected to the people and communities that 

mattered to them. 

For some students, staying local was essential. Brooke described feeling a responsibility to her family and community: “I did 

have some struggles with my upbringing, and when I got older, I realized that my family needed me.” She was also motivated 

by serving her younger siblings and children throughout her community: “I’ve seen some injustices in my community 

regarding family and children and it always drove a fire in me.” A bachelor’s degree became possible when a program in her 

desired helping profession opened at the closest university, allowing her to continue her education without leaving home.

Sofia’s transfer decisions were also shaped by commitment to place and cultural community. As a Latina student from an 

agricultural working family, she described how community organizing during COVID felt more urgent than leaving for school: 

“I’ve been doing this community organizing work, and I can support my community in this way. And it felt more important to 

focus on… me and my community surviving.” This commitment determined where she would attend school. Like Sofia, Javier 

talked about the importance of staying local because it was tied to cultural identity, responsibility, and belonging. 

Other students chose institutions based on proximity and practicality. Claire chose her 4-year institution partly because 

it was close to home, familiar, and accessible by bus. She was also admitted to another 4-year institution, but chose the 

one closer to her life and community, which reduced her transfer anxiety. Tanya transferred locally because she wanted to 

stay in the local area with her children, though even a local transfer brought new challenges related to campus culture and 

accessibility. In contrast, Marisol wanted to stay close to family and save money by living at home, but her intended major 

was only available at a university five hours away. That move created new challenges with housing, transportation, car 

access, cost of living, and distance from family.

Students’ transfer choices were often place-bound. Some students were limited by where their desired programs were 

offered, while others were weighing whether they could afford, reach, live near, or belong at a particular institution. Transfer 

planning needed to account for geography not just as mileage, but as a set of practical, financial, cultural, and relational 

conditions that shaped whether transfer was feasible. 
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4.3.1 Geography shaped rural students’ experiences with transfer

For students from rural and agricultural communities, transfer was also shaped by limited early exposure to bachelor’s 

pathways, transportation constraints, family and community obligations, and fewer nearby program options. Mateo, from 

a rural agricultural community, described a high school context where the most visible postsecondary options were limited: 

“The only people that I would go visit was the Army… it’s either, like, you work in the orchards or you work in the Army.” 

Although he was pursuing engineering, he did not receive early enough major-specific guidance and later learned that his 

associate degree pathway had not fully prepared him for his 4-year institution’s engineering requirements (see Finding 1.3). 

Sofia’s rural context intersected with DACA, WASFA, residency questions, and community commitments; she explained 

that transfer was already difficult for first-generation students, but “adding to that, I have DACA… and then being in a 

rural environment also adds.” Adriana’s experience highlights the mobility side of rural transfer. She wanted distance and 

independence from home after a difficult community college experience, but transportation, family pressure to stay local, 

and limited guidance shaped what felt possible. She wanted better transportation and orientation support for students 

traveling from rural areas to 4-year institutions. 

For Javier, leaving for a 4-year institution also meant separation from family and cultural community. He described living near 

extended family: “My neighbor a mile away would be my cousin.… There’s a difference between a mile and 100 miles.” If he 

transferred farther away, he said he would go from seeing family regularly to “hopefully once a year.” For transfer students, 

emotional and cultural distance matters in addition to physical distance. 

For rural students, transfer decisionmaking was shaped by how it would affect family, community, culture, transportation, 

and belonging. These cases suggest that rural transfer support should include early outreach, transportation-aware 

advising, regional transfer partnerships, clear program maps, and support for students who are weighing what it means to 

leave or remain connected to home. 

4.4 Receiving institutions shaped fit, belonging, and persistence

Receiving 4-year institutions shaped students’ experiences through more than program availability or admission. Campus 

size, program design, cost, accessibility, schedules, residential expectations, racial and cultural climate, and transfer-student 

visibility all affected whether students could imagine themselves transferring or persisting. A student could be admitted to a 

4-year institution and still struggle to feel integrated into it.

Erin described transferring into a campus where relationships already seemed established as lonely: 

“Transferring in […] it’s really, really lonely. You get into a campus where there are already established friend groups. 

[.…] I felt kind of alone and a little bit lost.… It took me ages to find a community.” 

What helped was a low-stakes pre-term event for incoming transfer students that helped students build relationships 

and signaled that they were “not an island.” Her experience suggests that transfer belonging requires more than allowing 

students to join existing campus activities; institutions need to create intentional entry points into the community.

Fit could also vary substantially within the same institution. Amina initially experienced her 4-year transfer destination as 

a massive university where it was easy to “feel lost and kind of slip through the cracks,” and a racially harmful classroom 

incident made her consider leaving. However, a campus-based community engagement and leadership program changed 

her experience by connecting her to paid community work, mentorship from graduate students, and a supportive 

community. This program “totally changed how [she] viewed” her time at the 4-year institution and “kept [her] grounded.” 

Her experience shows that a specific program or community can support persistence within a broader institutional 

environment that feels alienating.
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Taken together, these accounts suggest that institutions create fit through how they organize relationships, participation, 

access, and support. Transfer students were more likely to feel they belonged when they were actively connected to people, 

programs, and meaningful roles rather than expected to enter established campus cultures on their own. At the same 

time, belonging in one domain could not fully compensate for an institution that remained unaffordable, inaccessible, 

academically mismatched, or incompatible with the student’s responsibilities.

Finding 5: Transfer pathways were often nonlinear, and stopped-out students needed re-entry 
infrastructure

5.1 Swirling and stopped-out students pointed to missing supports

Several students in the study had paused or stopped out⁹ before completing transfer or a bachelor’s degree, even though 

they continued to describe a bachelor’s degree as an active goal. Their stories show that stopping out was not about lack 

of motivation. These students remained interested in transfer, but institutional, financial, logistical, and emotional barriers 

made re-entry difficult. 

Cleb completed an AA-DTA and always intended to transfer, but “because [he] didn’t know enough about the process, [he] 

missed all the deadlines for transferring that year.” Now that he has been out of school for more than a year, works full time, 

and is repaying loans, the process feels harder to restart. He no longer has a clear institutional point of contact to help him 

apply and continue toward his goal of earning a bachelor’s degree. 

Sofia also completed an associate degree and was accepted to a 4-year institution, but withdrew during COVID while 

navigating family and community responsibilities as well as unresolved DACA, residency, and financial aid questions. She 

still wants to return, but described receiving little meaningful institutional support after leaving her 2-year institution. She 

said the message from institutions often felt like: “you should feel lucky to be here, rather than we are lucky to have people 

who are interested in learning and developing these skills.” She noted that if she had not personally decided to return to 

her 2-year college, she would not have heard from anyone after dropping out. She described friends who also stopped out 

and never heard from their colleges, calling it “a disservice to a lot of our community.” She felt that this was part of a larger, 

systemic problem and suggested Washington’s Community and Technical Colleges (CTC) could address this issue more 

intentionally through proactive outreach when students withdraw before completing their goals. 

Other students described similar pauses. Kelly completed an associate degree and planned to transfer, but delayed 

enrollment at the 4-year institution when scholarship funding did not come through. She said she “[hasn’t] completely 

given up on the goal of earning [her] bachelor’s degree,” but is unsure how to make it work financially. Luis completed an 

architecture credential, tried a 4-year institution, and withdrew after credit loss, program mismatch, and uncertainty about 

whether formal school was still the right route. A no-show meeting with an advisor became a turning point in redirecting his 

transfer pathway. Elena’s transfer path also stalled despite strong commitment. After returning to college following a long 

break, she faced financial aid challenges, unclear admissions requirements, unanswered questions about credit transfer, and 

no clear contact to help her move forward, so she remains in limbo without a transfer plan despite knowing which program 

and institution she wants to apply to.

These stories suggest that stopped-out students are often transfer-intending students, but they lack a clear re-entry 

structure. They may have credits, credentials, admissions history, and specific goals, but no one to help them determine 

what still counts, what deadlines apply, what financial aid is available, or what pathway now fits their lives. The longer 

students remain outside higher education, the harder the process can feel to restart.

⁹ “Stopped out” refers to students who left college or paused enrollment before reaching their intended educational goal. In this report, this includes students 
who intended to transfer and earn a bachelor’s degree but did not enroll in a 4-year institution, left a 4-year institution before completing a degree, or completed 
a transfer degree at a community or technical college but did not transfer.
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Renee and Hannah show that re-entry is possible even after pauses in a transfer journey when students encounter the 

right support. Renee’s pathway included multiple pauses: a financial aid error delayed enrollment at her first 4-year 

institution for a year, a discouraging advising experience led her to stop attending there, pregnancy and COVID interrupted 

another enrollment, and she later re-entered through a 2-year institution after a work connection helped her identify 

nursing as a new path. Hannah completed a DTA through Running Start, but paused because she felt overwhelmed and 

did not understand what transfer made possible. She later returned after finding an advisor who made the pathway feel 

manageable. 

Students who paused described needing more than encouragement to come back. They needed outreach, credit reviews, 

financial aid guidance, clear contacts, messaging that they could reach out to 2- or 4-year institutions even if they were not 

currently enrolled, and help translating old credits, goals, and current responsibilities into a workable plan.

5.1.1 Adult learners had unique needs, including requiring re-entry support

Adult learners often returned to college after years away, work experience, family responsibilities, or major life changes. 

Their transfer needs differed from students moving directly from high school to community college to a university. 

Elena’s experience illustrates these needs clearly. She returned to community college after more than a decade away while 

parenting, navigating custody and benefits systems, and managing chronic pain and mental health. Her pathway was 

delayed because she had to coordinate academic advising, transfer requirements, benefits, childcare, health, and finances 

largely on her own. She described the adult re-entry experience this way: “Once you graduate high school, hands off. It’s like, 

good luck… figure it out.” She also described a bind many adult learners face: “It’s either I work full-time, I do it all, or I drop 

everything and get a little bit and inch myself forward. So there’s no in-between.” 

Marcus’s experience shows another dimension of adult learner needs. As a formerly incarcerated, nontraditional-age 

student, he entered a 4-year institution with credits from prison-based coursework but still had to navigate academic 

confidence, financial instability, adult bills, off-campus housing, work, 

and community responsibilities. He explained:

“I don’t live in the dorm, I live in the real world, where I have to pay all 

my bills, I have to pay for my car, I have to pay for my insurance, I have 

to buy my own food.” 

At the same time, Marcus emphasized the value adult learners bring to 

campus: “The opportunity of having non-traditional students on your 

campus isn’t about just having some old person coming in with a bunch 

of young people. No, you’re creating space for potential mentors.” 

Marcus’s case highlights that adult learners may bring maturity, 

leadership, and lived experience to campus, but they still need financial, 

academic, and belonging supports designed for students who are not living in residence halls or relying on family support.

Adult and returning students often do not follow a linear pathway. Their ability to re-enter can depend on whether someone 

helps them understand what paths would help them pursue their goals; what current program requirements are; how old 

credits will transfer; and how to create a workable plan that accounts for current financial, work, and caregiving realities. 

These students’ stories show that stopping out should be treated as a common part of many transfer pathways that 

deserves infrastructure and resources to support re-entry. The currently stopped-out study participants demonstrate that 

when those supports are not institutionalized and communicated clearly, they are inaccessible to many students who are left 

“The opportunity of having 
non-traditional students 
on your campus isn’t about 
just having some old person 
coming in with a bunch of 
young people. No, you’re 
creating space for potential 
mentors.”    –Marcus
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unsure how to make transfer and a bachelor’s degree possible. Students who pause often remain motivated, but they need 

the system to reopen the door in a way that is clear, relational, financially realistic, and responsive to their current lives.

Findings summary

Across findings, students’ experiences show that transfer barriers accumulated across systems, matching the complexity of 

transfer as a whole-life transition shaped by factors including finances, caregiving, identity, geography, and work. Students 

needed to understand transfer policies and processes early, receive advising that matched their goals and lives, know how 

credits applied to specific programs, secure financial and logistical support, and find belonging after transfer. When they 

encountered challenges, students often had to compensate through self-advocacy and informal networks, which sometimes 

led to delaying or stopping out despite a desire to complete a bachelor’s degree. The findings suggest that improving transfer 

in Washington requires moving from a system that expects students to navigate across offices and institutions on their own 

to one that actively guides students from transfer intention through bachelor’s completion.

Student-Informed Institutional Recommendations

We asked students to reflect on their own experience and speak to what they would change, what they wish they had 

known sooner, and what institutions and policymakers could do differently. Their responses point to the need for advising 

that is early, individualized, and specific to their program and identity; a specific person to help them navigate the system; 

and institutions that take shared responsibility for the handoff between them. Underlying these recommendations is the 

understanding that while students will always need agency in the transfer process, they should not have to discover the 

process alone. Colleges should provide proactive, repeated, and developmentally timed guidance before students know 

what questions to ask. 

What 2-year Institutions Should Do 

Make transfer part of advising from the start

Students need transfer conversations well before community college graduation or the final quarter. Rather, students want 

transfer-specific advising built in from the beginning, not treated as separate from general academic advising or introduced 

only once general requirements are met. As Caleb put it: “If a student says that they want to transfer, there should be a 

clear roadmap of what you need to do to transfer from day one.” See Appendix B for the specific time-sensitive transfer 

information students specified needing earlier from advising.

Do not assume students already understand the system

Advising should assume that students may not know what transfer means, when to apply, how to compare institutions, 

how credits apply, or when they are allowed to contact a receiving institution. Information should be explicit, not implied. 

One concrete way to build this in is a structured orientation course that explicitly teaches students what college is, who is 

available to support them, and what is expected of them, rather than leaving students to piece this together on their own. 

Institutions should measure whether students know how to transfer, not only whether transfer information exists. The 

fact that a website, event, or resource exists does not mean students know about it, understand it, trust it, or can access it. 

Institutions should evaluate whether students can explain their next steps, deadlines, costs, credit applicability, and support 

contacts.

Provide a dedicated transfer navigator

One student recommended “an actual person for transfers”, whose role is to go beyond helping students register for 

courses at the 2-year institution to providing proactive, individualized guidance on credit applicability, financial aid, transfer 
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application deadlines, and 4-year program requirements. This role would not be limited to supporting associate degree 

completion; it would help students build a clear and efficient transfer path to a bachelor’s degree.

Build transfer literacy into Running Start 

A program designed to give students a head start on college course work should also give them a clear picture of where that 

head start can take them and who to talk to about next steps before they leave the program. This should include orientation 

to advising, different types of transfer degrees and what each pathway makes possible, major prerequisites, financial aid, 

4-year admissions, and how early college credits affect future transfer options. Institutions should not assume that because 

students are earning college credit, they understand college systems.

What 4-year Institutions Should Do 

Improve pathway and credit transfer transparency

Receiving institutions hold much of the information transfer students most need, including program maps, course 

equivalency guides, and program admission requirements. Students described having to find this information themselves 

from websites, department pages, and sources that did not always align. To support transfer student success, 4-year 

institutions should publish program maps, course equivalency policies, and any program-specific admission processes in 

a form students can easily find and use before they apply, not only after they enroll. Morgan relied heavily on equivalency 

guides for her target institution and her own research because general advising did not provide the program-specific 

information she needed. Amina used general AA-DTA planning information that did not maximize her 4-year university's 

course equivalencies, and learned near the end of her junior year that a requirement she believed was already satisfied 

would instead take an additional 15 credits. Transfer students also reported needing to know when program admission 

was separate from institutional admission; 4-year institutions should provide accessible information about program 

prerequisites, application cycles, and timing so students are not admitted to a university only to wait a full cycle before 

entering the program they transferred to pursue.

Offer pre-admission access to transfer support

4-year institutions should clearly and proactively communicate that prospective transfer students can contact transfer 

centers, department advisors, financial aid, and admissions staff before they have applied or been accepted. Zuri, for 

instance, said she felt she had “no business” reaching out to the 4-year institution she hoped to attend.

Initiate contact with admitted transfer students before they arrive

Receiving institutions should initiate contact with students who have been admitted, rather than waiting for students to 

come to them. Also assign an advisor early enough that they can help students navigate their first term.

Build transfer-specific community and belonging infrastructure

Students recommended structured, low-stakes opportunities to build community as they arrive, publicized clearly rather 

than left to be discovered on their own. This includes replicating models like a pre-quarter transfer connect event, and 

holding institutionally-funded student organizations accountable for genuinely accommodating transfer students rather 

than expecting the same time commitment as continuing students from day one. 

What Both 2-year and 4-year Institutions Should Do 

Make advisors accessible and give them the capacity to build genuine relationships



REPORT FOR WSAC   |  Navigating Transfer in Washington: Student Experiences, Barriers, and Supports

30uw.edu/ccri

Students described advisors who were hard to reach during the periods they needed them most, whether that meant being 

unassigned until just before the term started or unreachable during high-demand periods like welcome week. Some students 

also had difficulty connecting with advisors due to work schedules, caregiving responsibilities, or geographic distance. One 

recommendation was to make advisors reachable by email rather than only through limited drop-in hours, and to cap advisor 

caseloads so advisors have the capacity to build real relationships and offer program-specific guidance. Students preferred 

advisors who would get to know them and learn the motivation behind their long-term goals and what other factors and 

responsibilities are impacting their educational experience, and then would use that information to  help them create an 

academic plan to fit their goals and realities. Advising staff often recognize this approach is essential and attempt it even 

when their roles and resources do not adequately support it. Students would benefit from institutions providing additional 

support to advising staff so they have the capacity to apply this approach. Questions students suggested that advisors ask 

during this process can be found in Appendix B.

Build a holistic continuum of support responsive to students’ full life circumstances

Students’ transfer barriers were shaped by their life circumstances. Parenting, disability, immigration status, financial 

independence, family background, and academic history all directly affect what a student needs from advising. Students 

would benefit from institutions supporting holistic advising structures that move towards a coordinated support model. 

Rather than just being told to contact another office, in a coordinated support model, the advisor or navigator gathers salient 

details impacting a student’s education trajectory and helps the student make that connection, follows up, and ensures 

that the answer fits the student’s academic plan. As with working backwards from a closer understanding of a student’s 

career motivations, many advisors already individually choose to be support coordinators. Holistic transfer advising should 

institutionalize the integration of academic planning with the full conditions that shape whether and how transfer is possible. 

A list of such conditions can also be found in Appendix B.

Provide program-specific advising on both sides of transfer

Students in various major pathways said they needed more than general transfer information. They needed advisors who 

understand major prerequisites, sequencing, GPA expectations, application cycles, and how courses at the 2-year institution 

would count at the 4-year institution, before and after transfer.

Make financial aid navigation clearer and more accessible

Students recommended clearer information on financial aid limits and eligibility requirements. Staff should understand the 

financial aid process, especially for students navigating WASFA, with accurate and current knowledge of residency and tuition 

eligibility policies for undocumented and DACA students. Financial aid workshops should provide step-by-step guidance that 

is clear and considers students’ contexts and experiences. WASFA guidance should be treated with the same institutional 

urgency as other processes (e.g., FAFSA), with designated staff who can walk undocumented and DACA-mented students 

through the process step by step. Institutions should invest in the infrastructure to ensure that financial aid policies are 

translating into practice for students. There should be dedicated staff, proactive outreach, guidance, and follow-through. 

Keep identity-related resources visible without requiring repeated disclosure

For undocumented students, disabled students, student parents, and others, resources should be easy to find without 

students needing to repeatedly reveal documentation status, disability, family circumstances, or financial hardship.

Integrate transfer student feedback into continuous improvement efforts

Transfer pathways should be assessed not only by whether they exist, but by whether students can actually use them 

without accumulating unnecessary credits, missing deadlines, losing aid, stopping out, or discovering late that credits do 
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not apply to their intended program. Institutions should create continuous feedback loops that integrate student voice and 

expertise. Students described barriers that quantitative data alone may miss, including confusing requirements, missed 

deadlines, financial strain, geographic constraints, and lack of belonging. Regular analysis of feedback from students before, 

during, and after transfer would help institutions identify and address these barriers. This feedback could be used to revise 

advising practices, strengthen program maps, improve financial aid communication, create more effective handoffs, and 

ensure that supports are reaching students whose transfer pathways are most vulnerable to interruption.

Build re-entry infrastructure for stopped-out students

Institutions should identify students who complete transfer degrees but do not transfer, and students who withdraw after 
transfer, and provide direct outreach rather than waiting for students to return on their own. This includes creating re-

entry advising appointments for students who have paused, withdrawn, or delayed transfer; assigning a named transfer/

re-entry contact who can walk students through their options and next steps; providing credit audits and restart checklists 

for students returning after time away; and creating scholarship and financial aid deadline reminders for transfer-intending 

students. Re-entry materials and communications should normalize stop-out as a common part of many transfer pathways, 

and re-entry advising should include emotional and confidence-building support, not only logistical restart steps.

Take shared responsibility for the whole transition

Addressing transfer students’ needs holistically requires shared responsibility: a 2-year institution’s job shouldn’t end at 

completion, and a 4-year institution’s job shouldn’t begin at enrollment. Renee shared that “in between [my transition 

from a 2-year to a 4-year], there was nothing.” Institutions should build formal transfer partnerships that create warm 

handoffs, shared advising relationships, and clear points of contact before students leave the 2-year institution and before 

they arrive at the 4-year institution. These partnerships should include joint program maps, coordinated financial aid and 

credit guidance, transfer events, and ongoing communication between advisors so students are not left to shoulder the 

administrative burden of unique institutional policies themselves. As Sofia said, “I think it would have been helpful if [my 

2-year institution] had relationships mapped out with the 4-year universities so that they could direct students to people 

there and get their questions answered. … We’re not a small state, but it is small enough where these networks can be built, 

and we’ve had the time to build them, but they haven’t.”

Build structured, relational touchpoints across the transition

Students recommended that advisors be matched intentionally both before and after transfer admission, taking 

background, goals, and identities into account. Transfer students also spoke about the need for named contacts (especially 

advisors) tied to their 4-year program of interest that they could talk to before transfer in order to better understand how to 

maximize credit transfer, address needed program prerequisites, and set themselves up for a smooth application process 

and transition. Several students mentioned their desire for a dedicated transfer navigator who is knowledgeable about 

transfer policies and specializes in helping students prepare for transfer (at 2-year institutions) or supporting students’ 

post-transfer success (at 4-year institutions). Some institutional partnerships may also be able to co-employ a joint transfer 

advisor, whom students identified as someone who stays with them before, during, and after the transfer transition, 

including through re-enrollment for students who need to pause their educational journeys. 

These supports depend on developing and sustaining relationships between 2- and 4-year institutions and programs within 

them. Staff at each institution should develop working relationships with counterparts at other institutions (e.g., admissions 

officers, major advisors, financial aid officers, and student support program staff), so they can provide a warm handoff to a 

person, rather than just providing the name of a relevant office. For some students, peers who had already transferred were 

also a valuable source of guidance in the transfer process. Institutions can design and support peer mentor programs that 
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help connect students with peers who have navigated similar pathways and backgrounds.

Potential State Policy Directions

Drawing on the findings from these student experiences, state leaders and policymakers should consider the following areas 

for action.

Build transfer literacy and transparency into the system

Students should not have to discover how transfer works through independent research, informal networks, or trial and 

error. The state should:

•	 Evaluate transfer support based not only on whether offices or information exist, but whether students can actually 

find them, access them, trust them, and get coordinated answers.

•	 Develop statewide tools for students to understand whether prior credits still count and how to restart.

•	 Make degree maps and articulation agreements, across institutions, accessible to students

•	 Create early and multiple on-ramps to transfer awareness through K-12 systems, community organizations, and 

higher education institutions

Fund advising as core infrastructure

Advising was an important factor that shaped whether students transferred, highlighting the need for increased investment 

as a core infrastructure of transfer. The state should:

•	 Fund transfer navigator roles that can work across institutions rather than only within one campus.

•	 Provide additional funding and training for both 2-year and 4-year advisors to adopt holistic advising models where 

they help students coordinate across academic advising, financial aid, admissions, basic needs, childcare, disability 

services, and receiving departments.

•	 Develop a set of statewide standardized competencies for advisors, and support the time, training, and 

accountability structures for their adoption. 

Reduce structural barriers to credit mobility and program entry

Completing a transfer degree did not always mean students could move forward without repeating steps they had already 

taken. The state should:

•	 Honor the intent of direct transfer degrees by making clear program-specific admission process and timing 

requirements for students who have completed associate degrees, to prevent unnecessary course-taking or 

delayed admission. 

•	 Require and incentivize 2-year and 4-year institutions to formally map advising relationships and named points of 

contact with one another.

Fund infrastructure that makes transfer financially and logistically possible 
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Transfer was shaped by financial aid, immigration status, caregiving, geography, and whether institutions were prepared to 

support students with intersectional needs. The state should:

•	 Support online, hybrid, part-time, and local bachelor’s completion options for students who cannot relocate or 

enroll full-time.

•	 Fund identity- and circumstance-specific transfer supports for undocumented students, student parents, adult 

learners, formerly incarcerated students, disabled students, rural students, and stopped-out students.

•	 Replicate federally funded student support infrastructure, like TRIO10 support programs, with state funding for 

students excluded by citizenship requirements.

•	 Move WASFA guidance beyond encouraging students to apply and toward clear, step-by-step instructions for 

completing the application itself. Treat WASFA guidance with the same institutional urgency, staffing priority, and 

training as with the FAFSA.

•	 Provide all transfer students—including undocumented students, students with DACA, and students returning 

after stopping out or otherwise spending time away from college—with clear, accessible guidance on DACA-related 

policies, residency requirements, WASFA eligibility and completion, and available scholarships and other financial 

aid. 

Build statewide re-entry infrastructure for stopped-out students

Stopping out did not mean students have given up on a bachelor’s degree but there is currently no state-level infrastructure 

responsible for reaching them. The state should:

•	 Treat stopped-out transfer-intending students as a population with distinct needs and create a statewide stopped-

out transfer student outreach strategy.

•	 Build statewide or regional re-entry navigation for students between institutions.

•	 Create financial aid policies and supports that better fit students who pause, work, return part time, or need to 

reapply after a gap in their college enrollment.

•	 Track students who complete associate degrees but do not transfer, and students admitted to 4-year institutions 

who do not enroll, so re-entry outreach is proactive.

•	 Create and implement accountability mechanisms that include re-entry and bachelor’s completion after stop-out in 

addition to immediate transfer rates.

Create incentive structures that reward 2-year and 4-year institutions working together to 
support transfer students

Improving transfer outcomes requires 2-year and 4-year institutions to share responsibility for students’ progress before, 

during, and after transfer. The state should:

•	 Provide rewards for 2-year and 4-year institutions for transfer and bachelor’s completion outcomes by including 

performance measures such as successful transfer to a 4-year institution, major-ready transfer, persistence after 

10 The Federal TRIO Programs are federally funded outreach and student-services programs that support low-income individuals, first-generation college 
students, and individuals with disabilities across the educational pipeline. One campus-based component, Student Support Services, is designed to increase 
college retention and graduation and to increase transfer from 2-year to 4-year institutions.
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transfer, and bachelor’s completion.

•	 Provide rewards for 2-year institutions for their students’ transfer progress, not just credits earned, through 

Washington’s Student Achievement Initiative (SAI)11 by adding metrics for completing major-applicable prerequisites, 

transferable general education requirements, and credits that apply to a student’s declared pathway. Weight 

transfer outcomes for underserved and nontraditional student groups.

•	 Add incentives for stopped-out student re-entry, including for proactive outreach, re-enrollment, and transfer 

planning for students who earned substantial credits or a transfer degree but stopped out before completing a 

bachelor’s degree.

•	 Reward transfer partnership efforts where institutions work together to make the transfer process more visible 

and navigable. This could include collaborative advising, coordinated curriculum, data-sharing agreements, mutual 

campus visits, up-to-date program maps, and peer mentoring. 

Create opportunities for students and communities to inform transfer research and 
policymaking

Transfer-experienced students and community representatives should be included directly in shaping state-level transfer 

policy, rather than only being asked for feedback after policies are already designed. The state should: 

•	 Create ongoing, sustained structures for transfer-experienced students to inform research and state transfer policy 

across different regions, institution types, programs, and stages of the transfer process. 

•	 Fund opportunities for students, families, and community members to speak directly with policymakers about 

transfer barriers and needed supports. 

•	 Ensure student and community input is incorporated early in transfer research design, implementation, and 

evaluation, not limited to one-time listening sessions or post-hoc feedback processes. 

•	 Resource community-based participation so engagement is accessible, representative, and not dependent on 

unpaid labor. 

As Mateo put it, “There [are] people deciding on rules or policies, and these people don’t know, maybe there’s not too much 

people representing different communities...sometimes they don’t know, like, other struggles that students are facing. I’m 

trying to think how can we change it. For example, in my job, we try to do events where we go to the Capitol, and we try to 

talk, like, maybe with the legislators, and try to bring our perspective to them. So, maybe do something similar. It is very 

difficult to find someone that represents yourself in a big community, because we are different, so bringing that perspective 

and [those] struggles can help in some way.” 

Future Research

This study offers an in-depth look at the transfer experience from the perspective of 20 Washington students. Its qualitative 

design produced rich, specific accounts of how transfer barriers and supports operate in practice. At the same time, it points 

to important considerations for future research.

Student-centered and participatory research design

11  The Student Achievement Initiative (SAI) is the performance funding system for Washington State's community and technical colleges. See https://www.sbctc.
edu/about/agency/initiatives-projects/student-achievement-initiative.aspx.
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Several students in this study spoke to the importance of being heard by the institutions and systems that shape their 

lives. Future research should explore participatory models in which transfer-experienced students are not only subjects 

of inquiry but active partners in study design, data interpretation, and dissemination. This includes building structured 

roles for student researchers, compensating students appropriately for that labor, and ensuring findings are shared with 

communities they came from.

Larger sample size

Twenty interviews allow for depth but not generalizability. Future research should include a larger sample size of students 

from populations furthest from educational opportunity. This would allow for a more systematic comparison across regions, 

institution types, and student backgrounds. 

Centering stopped-out students

Students who had stopped out before completing transfer were among the most important voices in this study and among 

the hardest to reach through standard recruitment channels. Future research should design recruitment specifically around 

stopped-out and swirling students. Understanding what would have made re-entry possible, and what brought some 

students back, is essential to designing effective outreach and re-entry infrastructure.

How cross-institutional collaboration affects student outcomes

Students consistently described needing support that crossed office and institutional boundaries but found that no one took 

responsibility for that gap. Research on institutions that have implemented formal cross-institutional transfer partnerships, 

navigator roles, or shared advising models would help identify what structures, staffing, and accountability mechanisms 

make these approaches effective, and what it takes to sustain them over time.

Conclusion  

Moving from student navigation to systemic collaboration

Across findings, students’ experiences show that transfer success depends on far more than the existence of 

transfer pathways, articulation agreements, or course equivalency tools. These structures matter, but students’ 

stories suggest that they are not sufficient on their own. A pathway that exists on paper does not automatically 

become navigable for students, especially when students are expected to discover requirements, compare 

institutions, interpret policies, locate advisors, understand financial aid, and resolve credit or program questions 

largely on their own.

These interviews point to a central tension in Washington’s transfer system: the state has built formal transfer 

routes, but students often experience those routes as fragmented, opaque, and difficult to use. Students repeatedly 

described needing to research websites, track deadlines, compare requirements, contact offices, seek out informal 

advice, manage financial aid forms, and advocate for themselves across institutions. This created a significant 

administrative burden for students. Rather than institutions absorbing the complexity of the transfer process and 

guiding students through it, much of that complexity was shifted onto individual students.

This administrative burden was especially consequential because transfer students were not only making academic 

decisions. They were also managing work schedules, family responsibilities, childcare, transportation, immigration 

or residency questions, benefits eligibility, disability accommodations, financial aid, housing, and uncertainty 
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about whether they belonged at the receiving institution. For students with more time, family knowledge, financial 

flexibility, and confidence navigating institutions, this burden may have been difficult but manageable. For students 

who were first-generation, low-income, undocumented or DACA-recipient, parenting, caregiving, disabled, working 

long hours, rural, formerly incarcerated, or returning after time away, the same burden carried much higher stakes.

Several students described this directly. Caleb completed a transfer-focused associate degree but still missed 

application deadlines because no one had clearly explained the timeline or steps. Tanya did not know transfer was 

possible until late in her community college experience. Hannah completed Running Start and earned an associate 

degree but did not know what her options were or who could help her after high school. Morgan researched 

transfer requirements herself using equivalency guides because general advising did not provide the program-

specific information she needed. Sofia relied on community networks and peers to navigate DACA, residency, 

and WASFA questions. Elena had to coordinate across advising, benefits, childcare, custody, health, and receiving-

program requirements while trying to restart school after a long break. These examples show that students’ 

transfer outcomes were shaped not only by whether a transfer pathway existed, but by whether the pathway was 

explained, supported, and made usable.

The findings also show that students often rely on informal networks to compensate for gaps in formal institutional 

support. Students turned to siblings, parents, partners, friends, coworkers, faculty members, community 

organizers, cultural centers, student support programs, and peers who were one step ahead of them. These 

networks were often deeply valuable. They helped students understand transfer, find offices, interpret financial 

aid, identify programs, build confidence, and persist when formal systems were unclear or discouraging. However, 

informal networks are unevenly distributed. Students who happen to know someone with transfer experience may 

receive practical guidance that others never get. Students without those networks may be left to navigate alone.

This reliance on informal networks is itself a sign of administrative burden. When students must depend on family 

members, peers, or chance encounters to learn basic transfer steps, institutional responsibility has shifted away 

from the system and onto students and their communities. Hannah’s reflection is especially instructive: even 

though her older sisters had attended college, she did not think they should be responsible for teaching her how the 

system worked. She argued that institutions should not assume knowledge will travel through families. Similarly, 

several students described finding critical information only because they happened to meet the right person, attend 

the right event, or know someone who had already gone through the process. A transfer system that depends on 

luck, persistence, or informal translation will reproduce inequities even when formal pathways exist.

The findings also suggest that advising is one of the most important points where students’ administrative burden 

can either be reduced or intensified. When advising was relational, proactive, and specific to students’ goals, 

it helped students turn uncertainty into a plan. Effective advisors interpreted requirements, mapped options, 

explained consequences, connected students to resources, and affirmed that students’ goals were possible. 

When advising was generic, delayed, inaccessible, or discouraging, students were left to carry more of the burden 

themselves. In some cases, poor advising did not simply fail to help; it actively disrupted students’ confidence or 

pathway. Students described being told to “be realistic,” being directed back to websites, being given urgent or 

alarming information without support, or being unable to reach an advisor at all. These experiences made transfer 

feel like something students had to survive rather than something institutions were helping them complete.

The distinction between credit transfer and degree progress further reinforces this point. Many students were able 
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to move credits, but still encountered problems with how those credits applied to specific majors, prerequisites, 

program admissions, or graduation requirements. This was especially true in sequenced or competitive pathways. 

Students often learned too late that an associate degree, DTA, or transferred credit did not necessarily mean they 

were ready for their intended bachelor’s program. In these cases, the administrative burden included not only 

applying to transfer, but interpreting whether prior coursework actually moved them toward the degree they 

wanted. Without clear program-specific guidance, students risked extra credits, delayed entry, lost aid eligibility, 

repeated coursework, or stalled transfer plans.

This study’s findings also demonstrate that transfer success cannot be separated from students’ broader lives. 

Financial barriers extended beyond tuition to include rent, food, transportation, childcare, lost wages, loan 

repayment, summer costs, and unpaid opportunities. Adult learners and caregivers were often caught between 

incompatible demands: working enough to meet basic needs and reducing work enough to make school 

manageable. Geography shaped which institutions were realistic, not only because of distance, but because of 

family obligations, social networks, transportation, program availability, and housing. Receiving institutions shaped 

whether students could persist after transfer through class size, advising, campus climate, accessibility, belonging, 

and whether transfer students were expected to adapt to a traditional residential model.

Finally, stopped-out and swirling students show what happens when administrative burden accumulates over 

time. These students often remained motivated to earn bachelor’s degrees, but their pathways paused because 

deadlines were missed, funding fell through, admissions or program requirements were unclear, prior credits were 

not evaluated in a useful way, or the emotional weight of restarting became too great. Their stories challenge the 

idea that stopping out reflects lack of commitment. More often, students stopped or delayed because the system 

did not provide a clear re-entry structure. They needed re-entry infrastructure and support, including credit 

reviews, financial aid guidance, named contacts, and reassurance that returning after a pause was possible.

Taken together, the findings suggest that Washington’s students need more than formal transfer options; they need 

those options to be visible, understandable, affordable, and supported across institutions. They need guidance 

before deadlines pass, before courses fail to apply, before financial aid gaps become crises, and before they 

conclude that they are on their own.

A stronger transfer system would shift administrative burden away from individual students and toward institutions 

and systems that are better positioned to manage complexity. Students should not have to become experts in 

institutional policy, financial aid, course equivalency, program admissions, benefits systems, and cross-campus 

bureaucracy in order to complete a pathway the system says is available to them. Transfer success depends on 

shared institutional responsibility: teaching students how transfer works, connecting them to the right people, 

coordinating across offices, making program requirements transparent, supporting students’ financial and life 

circumstances, and providing re-entry points when pathways pause.

These student stories point toward a broader definition of transfer success. Successful transfer is not only 

the movement of credits from a 2-year institution to a 4-year institution. It is the movement of a student 

through a supported, transparent, and viable pathway to bachelor’s completion. That requires attention 

to information, advising, credit applicability, finances, belonging, identity, geography, responsibilities outside 

school, and re-entry after interruption. Without those supports, transfer pathways may exist formally while 

remaining difficult, uneven, or impossible for many students to use.
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Appendix A: Interviewee Institutional and Demographic Characteristics

Table 1. Interviewee institutional characteristics
Variable Frequency Percent

Two- or four-year institution, current or most recent 
institution

2-year institution 11 55

4-year institution 9 45

Transfer Status Planned to have transferred by 
interview date but had not

5 25

Stopped or dropped out before 
transfer

6 30

Transferred 9 45

Region, current or most recent institution Central 5 25

Eastern 6 30

Seattle metro 8 40

Western (non Seattle metro) 1 5

Public or private, current institution Public 16 80

Private 4 20

Table 2: Public or private by 2- or 4-year institution
Variable Public Private Total

2-year current/latest attended 11 0 11

4-year current/latest attended 5 4 9

Total 16 4 20

Table 3: Interviewee Demographic Characteristics 

Variable n %

Race/ethnicity other than 
white (mutually exclusive and 
exhaustive categories)

no 4 20

yes 16 80

Gender Male 5 25

Non-binary or genderqueer 2 10

Female 13 65

First-generation college student Not sure 1 5

First Generation 16 80

Not First Generation 3 15

Low-income status No listed indicator endorsed 1 5

At least one listed indicator endorsed 19 95

Total 20 100
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Appendix B: Student-Informed Institutional Recommendations, Further 
Specifics

What 2-year Institutions Should Do

Make transfer part of advising from the start

Specific time-sensitive information students specified needing earlier from advising:

•	 Transfer timelines and deadlines

•	 Application requirements

•	 Separate major or program admissions

•	 Financial aid and scholarship information and timing

•	 Transcript and credit evaluation

•	 Transfer essays and letters of recommendation

•	 Receiving-institution contacts

•	 Credit transferability

•	 Post-transfer expectations and supports

Advising should start early enough to:

•	 Help students identify possible transfer institutions sooner

•	 Explain application windows before they close

•	 Guide students toward the right prerequisite courses

•	 Flag institution-specific courses that may not transfer

•	 Support financial planning before costs become urgent

•	 Tell students they can contact receiving-institution advisors earlier

•	 Help students plan for childcare, relocation, transportation, or disability accommodations

•	 Give students time to build confidence before deadlines arrive

What Both 2-year and 4-year Institutions Should Do 

Make advisors accessible and give them the capacity to build genuine relationships

Building genuine relationships can include asking students:

•	 What factors are leading you toward certain academic and career paths (e.g. affinity, capacity, earning 

potential to support family, giving back to one’s community), or away from other paths?
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•	 What inspires you to challenge yourself to complete your educational goals? What gets in the way?

•	 What financial aid or scholarships are you relying on or do you need information about?

•	 What responsibilities do you have? Are you working, parenting, commuting, undocumented, disabled, 

or financially independent? What other lived experiences and circumstances might affect your transfer 

journey? 

•	 What support do you need to make the transition feasible and successful?

Build a holistic continuum of support responsive to students’ full life circumstances

Holistic transfer advising should integrate academic planning with the full conditions that shape whether and how 

transfer is possible. This should include:

•	 Course and degree planning, including how credits apply to the intended major

•	 Program-specific requirements

•	 Application timelines and transfer deadlines

•	 Financial aid, FAFSA/WASFA, scholarship deadlines, and special circumstances appeals

•	 DACA, undocumented student status, residency, and in-state tuition questions

•	 SNAP, TANF, BFET, WorkFirst, childcare subsidies, and other public benefit considerations

•	 Basic needs, including food, housing, emergency aid, transportation, textbooks, and technology

•	 Childcare, caregiving responsibilities, and schedule constraints

•	 Disability accommodations, accessible transportation, parking, attendance policies, and campus 

infrastructure

•	 Work schedules and the feasibility of full-time, part-time, hybrid, online, or evening enrollment

•	 Prior balances, loan repayment status, and re-entry after stop-out

•	 Identity-specific resources such as cultural centers, undocumented student services, veterans/re-entry 

supports, disability services, student-parent supports, and formerly incarcerated student supports.
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Appendix C: Interview Questions

Below is one of three interview protocol versions, each specific to the student interviewee’s academic trajectory. 

This exemplar version was for use with students who planned to have transferred by the time of the interview, but 

who were unable to, and who are still enrolled in their 2-year institution. The other two versions were for either 

students who were also unable to transfer when planned, but who are no longer enrolled in any institution, or 

students who successfully transferred.

Interview Questions

SECTION 1: Background & Transfer Journey

1.	 Tell me a bit about your educational background. How long have you been at this college, and what is your 

intended major?

2.	 Briefly walk me through your transfer journey so far. When did you decide you wanted to pursue a 4-year 

degree, and where are you in that process now?

3.	 Are you planning to earn an associate’s degree before you transfer? What type?

4.	 Can you share a little about what your life looks like right now while you are balancing school and transfer 

planning? For example, where do you live, how many hours do you work per week and what other 

responsibilities do you have, such as caregiving, commuting, or housing?

5.	 How, if at all, do these aspects of your life [FILL FROM Q4 THEMES] affect your ability to focus on the 

transfer process? Can you share a specific example?

6.	 What have been the biggest barriers or challenges you’ve faced so far in trying to prepare for transfer?

7.	 Have there been moments when you’ve felt overwhelmed or considered not transferring? 

8.	 Who or what has made the biggest positive difference in your transfer journey so far—it could be a person, 

program, or institutional practice? 

SECTION 2: Program of Study and Credit Portability

9.	 How has your chosen major affected how you plan your transfer?

10.	 How are you learning which courses you need to take to ensure they will count at a 4-year school?

11.	 Do you have concerns about your credits transferring? 

SECTION 3: Advising, Campus Spaces & Belonging 

12.	 How would you describe the transfer advising you’ve received here at the 2-year college? 

13.	 Have you had any contact with advisors or staff at a 4-year institution yet? If so, what was that like?

14.	 Are there any aspects of your identity, background, or lived experience you’d like to share that are shaping 

your experience as a future transfer? If so, feel free to share any examples of how that factor is making your 

transfer process (and persistence) easier or harder?
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15.	 At your 2-year institution, which campus spaces do you feel most comfortable in? 

16.	 Do you feel like you belong in the transfer pathway and within your intended major or program? What 

influenced that?

17.	 What is helping you stay on track right now?

SECTION 4: What Would Help More 

18.	 What did you wish you knew earlier during your transfer process? 

19.	 What kind of support do you wish you had right now to make this easier?

20.	 Do you see any evidence of your 2-year and your desired 4-year institution working together to help you 

navigate the process or make it easier for you? If so, what does that look like?

21.	 Reflecting on your experience, if you could change one thing at your 2-year institution to better support 

future transfer students, what would it be?

22.	 Do you know anyone who completed the requirements to transfer (like getting an associate’s for transfer) 

but did not transfer to a 4-year college? 

23.	 The people who make the rules about transfer, like college administrators and state officials, don’t always 

hear from students directly. What is something important about the transfer process that you think they 

are missing or don’t fully get? 

CLOSING

24.	 Is there anything else about your transfer experience that you think is important for us to know—

something we didn’t ask about but is shaping your journey?


