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Preface 
 

From the spring of 2005 through the spring of 2006, The New England Resource Center 

for Higher Education (NERCHE) at the University of Massachusetts Boston (UMB) in 

collaboration with the Center for Urban Education and the Tomás Rivera Policy Institute at the 

University of Southern California (USC) conducted a comprehensive national study of factors 

affecting the successful transfer of community college students to highly selective four-year 

institutions. The study was carried out in response to a Request for Proposals from the Jack Kent 

Cooke, Lumina, and Nellie Mae Education Foundations to characterize (1) the prevalence of 

community college student transfer to highly selective four-year institutions and the outcomes of 

students who transfer,  (2) the attitudes of faculty and administrators at two-year and four-year 

institutions towards low-income community college students and (3) successful programs that 

foster transfer access for community college students.  

The Consortium of these three foundations wished to focus attention on the problem of 

transfer access1 for academically prepared low-income community college students to highly 

selective four-year institutions.2 The limited access of low-income students to selective 

institutions is well understood to constrain their chances of completing college, opportunities for 

graduate study, future earnings, and share of financial aid (Access Denied, 2001; Carnevale & 

Rose, 2004; Empty Promises, 2002).  

The Study of Economic, Informational, and Cultural Barriers to Community College 

Student Transfer Enrollment at Selective Institutions was designed to deepen understanding of 

                                                 
1 In this document, the term “transfer access” refers to access to enrollment at selective four-year colleges and 
universities by students who begin their postsecondary education at community colleges and complete their 
associates’ degrees. 
2 The focus of the study was on community college student transfer access to the most highly selective colleges and 
universities in the United States. This group is defined more specifically throughout the report. The expression “elite 
institutions” is used interchangeably to refer to the most highly selective institutions. 
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ways to promote transfer access and to support program development through the Jack Kent 

Cooke Foundation’s new Community College Transfer Initiative. The study employed multiple 

methods of data collection and analysis to examine community college transfer student 

achievement; administrative and professorial attitudes towards community college transfers; and 

institutional policies, programs, and practices that promote transfer access. The problem of low 

transfer access was conceptualized as having three inter-related dimensions: (1) institutional 

economics; (2) informational barriers (particularly information about financial aid); and (3) 

cultural barriers.  

 

Institutional Economic Barriers to Transfer Access 

Economists who study higher education conceptualize not-for-profit colleges and 

universities as organizations that seek to maximize their revenue and their prestige (Massy & 

Zemsky, 1994; Melguizo & Strober, 2005; Winston, 1999). Increased revenues enable a greater 

number and scope of activities to pursue the institution’s mission. Increased prestige enables an 

institution to charge higher tuition, enroll more qualified students, and attract external funding 

from governmental grants and philanthropic donors. Faculty members are expected to prefer 

more prestigious institutions, which provide higher salaries and higher quality “inputs” into 

faculty work in the form of bright students. Therefore, the study considered institutional prestige-

maximizing behavior as a potential explanatory factor affecting transfer access.   

 

Informational Barriers to Transfer Access 

 The cost of college, particularly at private selective institutions but also at public 

flagships, is certainly a barrier to enrollment for low-income students (Access Denied, 2001; 
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Empty Promises, 2002). In addition, because of the complexity of financial aid packaging, 

students who may be able to afford college with financial aid may not realize their eligibility for 

grants and loans (Kane, 1999; The Student Aid Gauntlet, 2005). Both a lack of adequate aid and 

a lack of transparency in college pricing create barriers to enrollment for low-income students.  

Financial and informational barriers to college access have a social aspect. Coleman 

(1988) introduced the importance of family ties and community networks to explain the 

important role these social relationships play in providing information to students about their 

educational opportunities and responsibilities. Admissions, financial aid, and transfer counselors 

must play the role of family members in providing information to community college students to 

help them decipher the complex world of selective college application, admissions, and financial 

aid. As McDonough (1994) has argued, a student’s place in that world is often defined by their 

own unconscious sense of where they do—or do not—belong and by the attitudes of counselors 

who advise them (McDonough & Calderone, forthcoming).  

The debate regarding the community college’s function to “cool out,” or decrease, 

student aspirations is long, controversial, and sometimes bitter among practitioners who refute 

the charge (Brint & Karabel, 1989; Cohen, 1990). We do know that students often enter 

community college with high aspirations, but relatively few of them achieve the goal of earning a 

bachelor’s degree (Cohen, Brawer, & Bensimon, 1985; Dougherty, 1991; Dougherty & Kienzl, 

2005; Melguizo, 2003). Gaining a social and cultural understanding of the institutional practices 

that may decrease (or fail to increase) student aspirations is essential to reduce barriers to transfer 

access.  
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Cultural Barriers to Transfer Access 

Informational barriers are closely intertwined with cultural factors. College students 

navigate the institutional culture of higher education with the help of “institutional agents” 

(Stanton-Salazar, 1997). These are faculty members, administrators, and counselors who help 

students to feel they belong at a particular institution and can successfully achieve their goals 

there. Through these trusted institutional agents, students accumulate funds of knowledge, which 

are networks, resources, and opportunities for upward mobility. To obtain these funds students 

must develop supportive relationships with institutional agents. For students who are not part of 

the dominant cultural group, developing these relationships may require particular effort to 

understand, decode, and gain trust in the culture of higher education (González, 2001; González, 

Stone, & Jovel, 2003). 

 This cultural perspective provides a framework for interpreting the positive aspects of 

learning communities and cohort-based curricula and social activities as elements of access 

programs that are designed to attract applications, enrollment, and successful participation 

among low-income, racial and ethnic minority, and first-generation students at selective four-

year institutions. By recognizing cultural barriers, the role of trusted agents, and the mechanisms 

by which students acquire funds of knowledge, administrators may be better able to design 

access programs to lower these barriers and facilitate the acquisition of cultural knowledge 

among students whose families cannot guide them through a foreign milieu.  

 

Developing Transfer Capacity 

 The solution to the problem of low transfer access depends on the development of 

transfer capacity at community colleges and elite four-year institutions alike. The concept of 
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transfer capacity is based on broader understandings of organizational capacity (Newman & 

Rigdon, 1997). Drawing on research on organizational learning and institutional change 

(Bensimon, 2005a, 2005b; Bensimon, Polkinghorne, Bauman, & Vallejo, 2004) as well as the 

literature on professional accountability and performance indicators (Darling-Hammond, 2003; 

Dowd, 2005; Dowd & Tong, 2004; Elmore, 2002; Newman & Rigdon, 1997; O'Day, 2002; 

Rowan, 1996), transfer capacity is defined by three dimensions: information, practices, and 

policies. The quality of practice in these dimensions depends on the way in which the human, 

technical, and social resources of community colleges and selective four-year colleges are 

coordinated to advance transfer goals. To paraphrase John Dewey, in order for individuals to 

form relevant and effective goals they must first be acquainted with and take notice of the actual 

conditions of student transfer. The development of indicators and benchmarks of transfer 

capacity based on this study enables institutions to concretely examine and subsequently improve 

the quality of their information, practices and policies in the area of transfer. 

 

Structure of the Report 

The results of the Study of Economic, Informational, and Cultural Barriers to Community 

College Student Transfer Access at Selective Institutions are presented in four sections, 

following an Introduction that introduces and synthesizes the key findings. Section I provides 

national estimates of transfer access and bachelor’s degree attainment at four-year colleges and 

universities based on analyses of two national longitudinal education surveys from the National 

Center for Education Statistics: the High School and Beyond and the National Educational 

Longitudinal Study (Melguizo & Dowd, 2006). Section II provides estimates of the two-year 
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transfer population at the most elite institutions in the United States and examines the effects of 

various institutional enrollment characteristics on transfer access (Dowd & Cheslock, 2006).  

Section III describes the experiences of 10 individuals from socio-economically disadvantaged 

backgrounds who crossed the border between the worlds of the open access community college 

and the exclusivity of elite postsecondary education. The life histories of these individuals 

inform understanding of the critical role of institutional “transfer agents” in validating students’ 

aspirations and sense of belonging as they negotiated socially and culturally complex transfer 

pathways (Pak, Bensimon, Malcom, Márquez, & Park, 2006). Finally, Section IV demonstrates 

exemplary practices for facilitating and promoting transfer access, closely examining the 

resources and structures that enable “transfer champions”—those who work within 

administrative structures to communicate with colleagues about transfer students’ perspectives 

and needs—to shape the culture of their institutions (Gabbard et al., 2006). These programmatic 

structures and committed individuals create a shared sense of responsibility on their campuses to 

promote transfer access and view that responsibility as one of their institution’s most important 

roles. 
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