
        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  





 

 

 

 

 

THE EFFECTIVENESS OF A STATEWIDE ARTICULATION AGREEMENT FOR 

FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENTS THAT TRANSFER  

FROM A MID-WESTERN TWO-YEAR INSTITUTION TO A MID-WESTERN 

FOUR-YEAR INSTITUTION 

 

 

___________________________________ 

 

By 

JULIE FICKAS 

 

___________________________________ 

 

 

 

A DISSERTATION IN PRACTICE 

 

 

Submitted to the faculty of the Graduate School of Creighton University in Partial 

Fulfillment of the Requirements for the degree of Doctor of Education in 

Interdisciplinary Leadership 

_________________________________ 

 

Omaha, NE  

March 4, 2016 

  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright (2016) Julie Fickas 
 

This document is copyrighted material. Under copyright law, no part of this document 
may be reproduced without the expressed permission of the author. 



                           iii 

Abstract 

The recession beginning in 2007 created a dramatic decline in employment opportunities.  

As the economy improved, the jobs that were added required more technical knowledge.  

Two-year and four-year educational institutions have made agreements called articulation 

agreements to help students transfer from one institution to another in order to increase 

degree attainment and therefore technical knowledge.  First-generation students, defined 

as students whose parents did not attend a post-secondary institution, make up a large 

portion of the student population at two-year institutions.  Due to this large population of 

first-generation college students at two-year institutions, it is important to examine if the 

articulation agreements that are in place are as effective for first-generation college 

students as they are for non-first-generation college students.  The aim of this study was 

to develop a plan to increase the effectiveness of the transfer process.  Using quantative 

data from databases at the Mid-western, four-year institution, the number of credits and 

semesters to completion of both first-generation and non-first-generation students were 

analyzed as well as the number of students completing a bachelor’s degree after transfer 

from each group of students.  Additionally, interviews were conducted with both first-

generation and non-first-generation transfer students to examine the perceptions and 

experiences of students in the transfer process. Although no significant difference was 

noted in the number of credits or semesters to completion between the two groups of 

students, first-generation students completed their bachelor’s degree at a significantly 

lower rate.  In order to increase the effectiveness of the transfer process, an intrusive 

mentoring and advising plan was described. 

Keywords: Articulation agreement, first-generation students, transfer, degree attainment 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Background of the Problem 

 Recent events in Ferguson, Missouri and Baltimore, Maryland have placed the 

national spotlight on socio-economic problems that plague many cities in the United 

States (Gandle, 2014; Kiersz, 2015).  These socio-economic problems increased since the 

recession that began in 2007 (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010).  This recession created 

a dramatic decline in employment opportunities (Carnevale, et al., 2010).  As the 

economy improved, newly created jobs required more technical knowledge (Carnevale, et 

al., 2010).  Increasing degree attainment at educational institutions is one way to meet the 

needs of the workforce of the future and create solutions for the socio-economic 

problems found in many communities (Lee & Rawls, 2010). 

In an effort to increase degree attainment, two-year and four-year institutions 

developed agreements called articulation agreements to help students transfer from one 

institution to another with fewer credits lost in the transfer process (O'Meara, Hall, & 

Carmichael, 2007).  There has been some question in the literature as to the effectiveness 

of articulation agreements in the smooth transfer of credits (Kisker, Wagoner, & Cohen, 

2011; Roksa & Keith, 2008).  This study examined the effectiveness of these agreements 

when utilized by a particular sub-group of students, first-generation college students, in 

the transfer process. 

First-generation college students, defined as students whose parents did not attend 

a post-secondary institution, make up a large portion of the student population at two-

year institutions (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Warburton, Bugarin, & Nunez, 2001).  Many 

socio-economic factors influence the success of this group of students (Nomi, 2005).  



EFFECTIVENESS OF ARTICULATION AGREEMENTS  2 

Due to the large population of first-generation college students at two-year institutions, it 

was important to discover if the articulation agreements that were in place were as 

effective for first-generation college students as they were for non-first-generation 

college students.  Using a mixed methods approach, this study used institutional data 

from one four-year institution as well as interviews with first-generation and non-first-

generation college students that transferred from a two-year institution to the four-year 

institution to increase the evidence regarding the effectiveness of articulation agreements. 

Introduction and Statement of the Problem  

 The United States was lagging in the number of degrees awarded at post-

secondary institutions (Hughes, 2012; Lee & Rawls, 2010).  Specifically, the United 

States had fallen in global rankings from producing the most post-secondary graduates to 

fourteenth in the world in post-secondary degree graduates (Hughes, 2012).  The need for 

post-secondary degrees was not just a matter of global competition, but was also driven 

by changes in the job market.  There was a dramatic decline in employment opportunities 

due to the recession that began in December 2007 and many of the jobs that were lost 

during this recession had not reappeared.  However, as jobs became available, they 

differed from employment opportunities of the past in that they required more technical 

knowledge (Carnevale, et al., 2010).  

 Increased post-secondary degree completion could provide the technical 

knowledge and skills necessary for the workforce needs.  In an effort to increase the 

number of degrees awarded, two-year and four-year institutions made agreements to help 

students transfer their credits between institutions to aid in degree attainment (O'Meara, 

et al., 2007).  The literature reviewed disagreed about the effectiveness of these 
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agreements between two-year and four-year institutions (Kisker, et al., 2011; Roksa & 

Keith, 2008).  Two-year institutions had a large population of first-generation students, 

defined as students whose parents did not attend a post-secondary institution (Engle & 

Tinto, 2008; Warburton, Bugarin, & Nunez, 2001).  Determining the effectiveness of the 

agreements between institutions for this population could lead to a solution that would 

increase the number of students attaining degrees from four-year institutions when they 

transfer from a two-year institution.  Increasing first-generation student degree attainment 

would provide a significant increase in qualified workers to meet the demands of the 

future workforce. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this convergent, mixed methods study was to determine the 

effectiveness of the statewide articulation agreement in the transfer of first-generation 

college students between the Mid-western, two-year institution and the Mid-western, 

four-year institution of higher education.  

Research Question(s) 

 This convergent, mixed methods study included a mixed methods research 

question, quantitative research questions, and qualitative research questions to guide the 

study.  A mixed methods research question was determined as a focal point for the study.  

It combined both the quantitative and qualitative aspects of the study.  Creswell (2014) 

explained that quantitative research questions were used to inquire about the relationships 

among variables.” (p. 143).  In this study the quantitative research questions inquired 

about the variables that have been used in current research regarding effectiveness of 

articulation agreements (Kisker, et al., 2011; Roksa & Keith, 2008).  The qualitative 
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research questions were broad questions asked to provide further evidence regarding the 

findings from the quantitative portion of the study.  The following research questions 

guided this mixed methods study: 

Mixed Methods Research Question 

 The central research question in this study was:  

How do perceptions of transfer students using articulation agreements and 

experiences with the transfer process influence first-generation college students’ 

transfer from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year 

institution and explain differences between first-generation college students and 

non-first-generation college students in the number of credit hours and number of 

semesters to completion of a degree?  

 In this mixed methods study, the background information provided by the 

qualitative data helped to establish causal inferences regarding the effectiveness of 

statewide articulation agreements used in the transfer process by first-generation college 

students when transferring from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-

western, four-year institution. 

Quantitative Research Questions 

1:  What was the relationship between first-generation college students’ number 

of credit hours to completion of a four-year degree and non-first-generation 

college students’ number of credit hours to completion of a four-year degree 

when transferring from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, 

four-year institution utilizing a statewide articulation agreement? 
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2:  What was the relationship between first-generation college students’ number 

of semesters to completion of a four- year degree and non-first-generation college 

students’ number of semesters to completion of a four- year degree when 

transferring from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western four-

year institution utilizing a statewide articulation agreement? 

3:  What was the relationship between first-generation college student four-year 

degree completion and non-first-generation college student degree completion 

after transferring from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, 

four-year institution using an articulation agreement? 

 The quantitative questions were designed to compare the effectiveness of 

articulation agreements between first-generation and non-first generation college students 

using the independent variables of number of credit hours and number of semesters to 

completion of a four -year degree when transferring from the two-year institution after 

completing the 42 credit hour general education block of courses. 

Qualitiative Research Questions 

1: How did first-generation college students describe their experience preparing 

for transfer from the Mid-western, two-year to the Mid-western,  four-year 

institution? 

2:  How did the experiences of first-generation college students transferring from 

the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution 

that utilized a statewide  articulation agreement influence students’ decisions 

regarding preparation for transfer?  
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 The qualitative questions were designed to provide insight into the experiences of 

first-generation college students that transferred from the Mid-western, two-year 

institution after completion of the 42 credit hour general education block of courses to the 

Mid-western, four-year institution. 

Significance of the Study 

This study examined the effectiveness of articulation agreements in the transfer 

process for first-generation college students.  It was well documented that first-generation 

college students were not as successful at persistence in college leading to bachelor’s 

degree completion as non-first-generation college students (Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, 

Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012).  The reasons they were not successful were attributed to 

a lack of cultural capital, work schedules, family obligations, and financial issues 

(Hirudayaraj, 2011).  It was important to view this group when considering degree 

attainment because these students made up approximately 24 percent of the 

undergraduate student population (Engle & Tinto, 2008, p. 2).  Out of the first-generation 

college student population, national data noted that 52 percent began their education at 

two -year institutions (Engle & Tinto, 2008, p. 10).  Only 24 percent of first-generation 

college students that entered post-secondary education between 1992 and 2000 graduated 

with a bachelor’s degree compared to 68 percent of students who entered post-secondary 

education whose parents were college graduates (Chen, 2005, pp. iii - iv).  In the Fall 

2014 semester, the Mid-western, two-year institution had 21,218 unduplicated students 

(Missouri Higher Education, 2014).  Sixty-nine percent of these students indicated that 

they intended to transfer (Missouri Higher Education, 2014).  In addition, 60 percent of 

those students were first-generation college students (Burns, 2014).  With over half of the 
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student population indicating they wanted to transfer, and over half of those wishing to 

transfer identified as first-generation college students, it was important for the transfer 

process to work well (Burns, 2014).    

One method that educational institutions used to increase the success of the 

transfer process was articulation agreements.  Articulation agreements provided a 

mechanism for students to transfer more smoothly from a two-year institution to a four-

year institution to obtain a post-secondary degree at the four-year institution (O'Meara, et 

al., 2007, p. 10).  Research conducted by Inman and Mayes (1999) noted that an equal 

number of first-generation college students and non-first –generation college students 

described transfer as a goal.  Given these facts, it was important to understand if 

articulation agreements were as effective for first-generation college students as they 

were for non-first-generation college students in creating a smooth transition.  A smooth 

transition consisted of fewer credits lost during the transfer process and should result in 

fewer semesters of study at the four-year institution (Kisker, et al., 2011).  

Organizationally, the Mid-western, two-year institution where this study took place had 

31 individual program articulation agreements and was a signatory institution on the 

Missouri General Education Transfer Policy (the statewide articulation agreement). The 

researcher chose to examine the data based on the General Education Transfer Policy 

rather than the individual program agreements since students often transfer out of 

programs, which could have complicated the data.  Examining the data based on the 

Missouri General Education Transfer Policy provided a clear approach to the collection 

of evidence regarding the effectiveness of a specific articulation agreement for first-

generation college students. 
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Although there had been studies on the effectiveness of statewide articulation 

agreements, the results had been mixed. Roksa and Keith (2008) found that statewide 

articulation agreements were not effective in decreasing time to degree completion and 

number of credit hours to completion (p. 248). In contrast, Kisker, et al., (2011) noted 

increased degree completion when students transferred from a two-year institution to a 

four –year institution using statewide articulation agreements (p.24).  The disparities in 

the research may have been due to variables that have not been measured in other studies.  

One of the variables not previously studied was the effectiveness of articulation 

agreements for first-generation college students.  Separating first-generation college 

students and non-first-generation college students in the study of the effectiveness of 

articulation agreements could provide evidence regarding the disparities noted in other 

studies.    

Although disparities existed, this study could help to improve practices on several 

levels.  At the institutional level, practices that improve the efficacy of the articulation 

agreements in the transfer process for first-generation college students could increase 

degree completion.  Increasing degree completion at the two-year institution for transfer 

to the four-year institution provides a stream of students that are more likely to complete 

a degree at the four-year institution (Jenkins & Fink, 2015). 

Students could benefit from improved practices when credits are not lost during 

transfer.  If students transferred most of their two-year college credits, they were more 

than two times more likely to earn a bachelor’s degree than students that could transfer 

less than half of their credits (Jenkins & Fink, 2015).  Improved practices could help 

students to transfer with less loss of credit and time spent taking courses not necessary for 
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degree completion.  Students that transfer more smoothly take fewer credit hours and can 

join the workforce more quickly.   

Additionally, this study examined evidence that could provide the impetus to 

improve practices nationally in higher education.  Change in current practices 

surrounding articulation agreements could create a more unified process or practices that 

students could recognize wherever they attend college.  The researcher noted a tendency 

toward taking classes at different institutions with the intent of transferring all of the 

credit to one institution in the future with the student having no understanding of the 

consequences.  The National Student Clearinghouse’s data corroborated this observation 

by noting that one third of students that began at a two-year institution completed at 

another institution.  (Shapiro, Dundar, A., Wakhungu, Yuan, & Harrell, 2015).  Peter and 

Cataldi (2006) stated that 59 percent of graduates in 1999-2000 had attended more than 

one institution. Adelman (2006) added to this information that 35 percent of 

undergraduates that attended more than one institution did so across state lines. This 

underscored the importance of smooth transfer of credits from one institution to another 

institution. 

 Through the examination of data collected in this study, policy changes at the 

student, institutional, and national levels could improve the transfer process through 

statewide articulation agreements by more appropriately accounting for first-generation 

college students.  This study explored the experiences of first-generation college students 

that transferred using the statewide articulation agreement.  Wang (2012) noted that 

public policies should account for the challenges created by the social and cultural capital 

of first-generation college students.  Anecdotal evidence collected at the organizational 
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level by this researcher indicated that students did not understand the transfer policies 

regarding articulation agreements and often did not even know that articulation 

agreements existed that could direct their coursework more appropriately for future 

transfer. 

 Beyond the organizational level, at the state level, many colleges have enacted 

statewide articulation or transfer policies (Anderson, Sun, & Alfonso, 2006).  Research 

such as that done by Anderson, et al. (2006) concentrated on examining which states had 

these policies, but not whether the policies were effective.  Missouri legislated a General 

Education Transfer Policy (Missouri Department of Higher Education, 2013).  This 

policy was supposed to create easy mobility across institutions” within the state of 

Missouri (Missouri Department of Higher Education, 2013).  This study of the 

effectiveness of articulation agreements for first-generation college students examined 

this policy in a way that it has not been examined to date.  Was this state policy effective 

for first-generation college students that make up a significant portion of the student 

population at the Mid-western, two-year institution?  Answering this question could 

provide insight that could be further researched at other institutions across the state. 

 Advancing from the state level to the national level, this study was important 

because there was not a national policy regarding articulation and transfer.  This study 

helped define practices that could lead to national policies to increase the effectiveness of 

transfer for first-generation college students that occupy a time in history where learning 

had become an a la carte process done at multiple institutions, potentially across different 

states (Hossler, Shapiro, & Dundar, 2012).  Increasing the effectiveness of transfer for 
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first-generation college students, nationally, had the potential to increase the pool of 

qualified individuals to meet the workforce demands (Lee & Rawls, 2010). 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to develop a plan to increase the effectiveness of 

transfer for first-generation college students when transferring from the Mid-western, 

two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution. 

Methodology Overview 

 In this convergent, parallel, mixed methods study, the quantitative data were 

collected from databases at the Mid-western, four-year institution.  The Director for 

Community College Relations helped the researcher to gain access to the correct 

individuals for data collection at the four-year institution.  The data collected included 

first-generation college student status and non-first-generation college student status, 

number of credit hours to degree completion of a bachelor’s degree, number of semesters 

to completion of a bachelor’s degree of students that transferred from the Mid-western, 

two-year institution after completing the 42 credit hour general education block of 

coursework to the Mid-western, four-year institution completing a bachelor’s degree 

between 2010 and 2015.  The data also included the number of first-generation and non-

first-generation students that had both transferred and completed a bachelor’s degree 

between 2010 and 2015 as well as the total number of students that had transferred 

between 2010 and 2015. 

The qualitative data were collected through interviews conducted with students 

that transferred between 2010 and 2015 after completing the 42 credit hour block of 

general education coursework from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-
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western, four-year institution, until saturation was reached.  The interviewed students 

were a subset of the students in the quantitative data set.  Both the quantitative and 

qualitative data were informed by an analysis of the literature, including policy analysis.  

Definition of Relevant Terms 

 Several terms in this study had multiple definitions in the literature or required 

further clarification. Clarification of these terms is intended to enhance the reader’s 

understanding.  The following terms were used operationally within this study. 

 Articulation agreement:  An agreement between two institutions that indicated 

how coursework would transfer from one institution to another institution. 

 Axial coding:  A method for grouping data in qualitative research to determine the 

properties and dimensions of categories (Lazarides, 2008). 

 Credit hours: Units used to measure the credit a student is given for completion of 

a specific course. 

 Cultural capital: Cultural understanding of a system that one possesses from his 

or her own personal experiences and environment. 

 Effectiveness of articulation agreements:  Articulation agreements are effective 

when students do not lose credits when transferring from one institution to another. 

First-generation college students:  Students whose parents or guardians did not 

attend any post-secondary education. 

 Four-year institution:  An educational institution that grants bachelor’s degrees 

and other higher-level degrees to students upon completion of a program, generally a 

bachelor’s degree takes four years to complete. 

 Habitus: Practices that are dictated by the social structure of the individual.  
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Open coding: A method for grouping data in qualitative research to form 

categories (Lazarides, 2008). 

 Selective coding: A method for determining theory from data in a qualitative 

study (Lazarides, 2008). 

 Semester:  The period of time in which a class is taught to students.  It is often 15-

16 weeks long. 

 Transfer: When a student moves from one educational institution to another 

educational institution.  

Two-year institution:  An educational institution that grants certificates and 

associate degrees to students upon completion of a program, generally an associate’s 

degree takes two years to complete. 

Delimitations and Limitations 

 Several delimitations and limitations existed in this study.  This study only 

included data and participants from one Mid-western, two-year institution and one Mid-

western four, year institution.  A statewide articulation agreement that contained a 42-

credit-hour block of courses was the only type of articulation agreement examined in this 

study.  The participants in the study were limited to those students that transferred to the 

Mid-western, four-year institution in the last five years from the Mid-western, two-year 

institution after completing the 42-credit-hour block of coursework.  This population of 

students included both first-generation college students and non-first-generation college 

students.  Because the majority of students that transferred from the Mid-western, two-

year institution selected transfer to the Mid-western, four-year institution, the sample 
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provided a model of transfer using a specific statewide articulation agreement in the 

transfer process (Missouri Department of Higher Education, 2014). 

 Limitations of the convergent, parallel mixed methods design according to 

Creswell (2014) included both participant numbers and the methods used for converging 

the data.  The number of participants/records differed in both the quantitative and 

qualitative portions of the study.  The qualitative portion of the study, using participants 

from the quantitative portion of the study, contained much fewer participants than did the 

qualitative portion of the study.   

 Creswell (2014) also noted that often the themes of the qualitative portion of the 

study do not match the quantitative variables.  The categories in this study did not match 

the quantitative variables, so the merging of the data were more subjective. 

 Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

 Transformational and servant leadership theories informed the role of leadership 

in this study.  Johnson (2012) stated that transformational leadership focused on values 

such as “liberty, equality, and justice.” (p. 190).  In the problem of the effectiveness of 

articulation agreements for first-generation college students, a group of students could be 

disadvantaged by the way the agreements were made or executed.  The researcher could 

lead in a transformational way by suggesting changes that could increase the chances of 

degree completion after transferring using an articulation agreement (Johnson, 2012).  

Leading change in the transfer process was for the greater good of both the student and 

society.  Ideally, the student could benefit from effective transfer processes through 

degree attainment and increased employment opportunities in a shorter period of time 

with fewer extra credit hours taken.  Society would then have a more qualified worker to 
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fill future workforce needs and contribute to the tax base in a shorter period of time. With 

a more qualified workforce, it would be expected that the socio-economic disparity that 

had been implicated in the unrest noted in Ferguson, Missouri and Baltimore, Maryland 

(Gandle, 2014; Kiersz, 2015) could also decrease. 

Summary 

 The problem of the effectiveness of articulation agreements in the transfer of first-

generation college students was a part of a larger national issue of inadequate numbers of 

qualified workers for the workforce (Carnevale, et al., 2010).  Without effective transfer 

processes from two-year to four-year institutions, a large portion of the two-year 

institution’s student population might experience difficulties that could lead to decreased 

persistence and fewer students obtaining a bachelor’s degree (Engle & Tinto, 2008; 

Warburton, et al., 2001).  Not only was the problem of effectiveness of articulation 

agreements a matter of meeting workforce needs, it was also a matter of social justice for 

those that had circumstances that challenged their understanding of how to navigate 

transfer processes.  In an effort to increase the effectiveness of articulation agreements for 

first-generation college students as they transfer, a mixed methods study of the problem 

was conducted.  This study contrasted the number of credit hours to completion of a 

bachelor’s degree and the number of semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree of 

first-generation college students and non-first-generation college students after they 

transferred from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year 

institution. The limitations and delimitations of the study created a narrow focus that 

could be expanded in future research.  Affecting change to help first-generation college 

students in the transfer process could provide for the workforce needs of our country and 



EFFECTIVENESS OF ARTICULATION AGREEMENTS  16 

help those that do not know how to help themselves when transferring from one 

institution to another institution. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 The problem of the effectiveness of articulation agreements for first-generation 

college students was a national problem that affected the number of workers prepared to 

meet the needs of the workforce (Carnevale, et al., 2010).  The problem occurred when 

students struggled in the transfer process and did not subsequently accomplish their 

degree goals (Lee & Rawls, 2010).  Articulation agreements were intended to create a 

smooth transfer process from one institution to another institution (O'Meara, et al., 2007).  

Providing smooth transition processes was imperative for all students, but one group of 

students in particular, first-generation college students presented many challenges (Nomi, 

2005).  The characteristics of first-generation college students had been studied and noted 

to put them at a higher risk for not completing their goals (Nomi, 2005).  Both Swail’s 

(2003) geometric model of student persistence and achievement, and Tierney’s (1999) 

model of cultural integrity were used to inform the descriptions of the cognitive, social, 

and institutional factors that influenced the outcomes of first-generation college students 

(Tierney, 1999; Swail, 2003).  These models highlighted the need to ensure that 

articulation agreements were effective for first-generation college students. 

First-generation college students made up a significant portion of the student body 

at two-year institutions (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  This study focused on one Mid-western, 

two-year institution to examine the effectiveness of a statewide articulation agreement in 

the transfer process of its first-generation college students.  The professional practice 

setting for this study was a Mid-western, two-year institution with a student population 

composed of 60 percent first-generation college students (Burns, 2014).  Further, as the 
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two-year institution that provided the most transfer students in the state, understanding 

the effectiveness of the statewide transfer agreement for this large sector of students 

could have provided data to improve the transfer rates and four-year degree completion 

rates (Missouri Department of Higher Education, 2014).   

The literature pointed to the problems of the first-generation college student 

population, as well as the need for improved methods for transfer.  The professional 

practice setting chosen for this study had both a significant population of first-generation 

college students and was a large contributor to the state’s transfer student population to 

four-year institutions (Missouri Department of Higher Education, 2014). These factors 

provided the context for analysis of the effectiveness of the statewide articulation 

agreement in the transfer of first-generation college students from the Mid-western, two-

year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution.   

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this convergent, mixed methods study was to determine the 

effectiveness of the articulation agreement in the transfer of first-generation college 

students between the Mid-western, two-year institution and the Mid-western, four-year 

institution of higher education.  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to develop a plan to increase the effectiveness of 

transfer for first-generation college students when transferring from the Mid-western, 

two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution. 
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The Importance of Post-Secondary Degree Attainment 

 The United States fell in its leadership to produce post-secondary degree 

graduates (Lee & Rawls, 2010).  As recently as the 1970’s and 1980’s, the United States 

had the highest level of degree completion when compared to other industrialized 

countries (Carnevale & Rose, 2011).  By 2008, the United States was ranked second in 

degree completion in industrialized countries (Carnevale & Rose, 2011).  Currently, the 

United States is ranked globally at fourteenth in degree attainment (Hughes, 2012).  

However, the total number of degrees that are conferred each year in the United States is 

now rising (Aud, et al., 2011).  Unfortunately, the number of degrees conferred is not 

keeping up with the need for post-secondary degree graduates (Carnevale & Rose, 2011; 

Lee & Rawls, 2010; Lumina Foundation, 2013).  There were several reasons why the 

United States was struggling to lead in degree completion.  Bound, Lovenheim, and 

Taylor (2010) noted that both college readiness and institutional factors played a role in 

the decline of post-secondary graduates.  Students that attended college and had to be 

remediated because they were not prepared for college took longer to complete a degree 

and often did not persist until completion (Bound, et al., 2010).  Institutional factors that 

played a role in this decline included inadequate financial resources for the institution and 

inadequate institutional resources provided to students (Bound, et al., 2010).  Carnevale 

and Rose (2011) stated that the risk-adjusted returns” for students that did not do well in 

high school to go to college was very low, so those students chose to go directly into the 

workforce rather than attend college (p.32).    

The decline in degree completion rates was not just a matter of global 

competition, but was leading to a workforce crisis in the United States.  Many jobs were 
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lost during the recession that began in 2007 (Carnevale, et al., 2010; Lumina Foundation, 

2013).  Many of the jobs that were lost did not return and instead new, more technical 

jobs were created (Carnevale, et al., 2010).  Outside of the recession, Carenvale and Rose 

(2011) found that there were two other reasons why the educational skill level of the 

workforce was climbing – higher levels of education than ever before were attained by 

younger people and as older people retired, these younger, more highly educated people 

were taking their place.  From an economic standpoint, the demand for more skilled 

workers was very high, which created a wage premium that employers were willing to 

pay for individuals that were more highly trained (Carnevale & Rose, 2011).  This 

created greater economic disparity between individuals that were in these jobs versus 

those that were in jobs that required very few skills.  The professional practice setting for 

this study included one Mid-western, two-year institutional campus in Ferguson, 

Missouri.  In places such as Ferguson, Missouri, this economic disparity, added to other 

social issues, had led to protesting, looting of businesses, and violence (Logan & 

Hennessy-Fiske, 2014).  The economic problems faced by cities like Ferguson could be 

affected through increasing the number of workers that have a post-secondary degree to 

meet the workforce needs.  As Carnevale and Rose (2011) noted, increasing the number 

of skilled workers could decrease the premium that employers needed to pay to get 

skilled workers and decrease the disparity between the pay for skilled and less skilled 

workers. 

National Policy and Degree Attainment 

 Several groups have addressed this need for degree attainment to meet the 

workforce needs through public policies.  In 2007, the College Board formed the 
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Commission on Access, Admissions, and Success in Higher Education to study the 

pathway of educational attainment from preschool through a bachelor’s degree (Lee & 

Rawls, 2010).  The commission found that a large number of students were lost along the 

pathway to a bachelor’s degree (Lee & Rawls, 2010).  The commission ended its report 

with ten recommendations.  One of the recommendations was to set a goal of “ensuring 

that 55 percent of Americans hold a postsecondary degree by 2025.” (Lee & Rawls, 

2010, p. 4).  This recommendation was termed the Completion Agenda.  In order to meet 

the goal of increasing degree attainment, the Commission particularly noted that 

providing articulation policies between educational institutions that promote smooth 

transfer of credits must occur (Lee & Rawls, 2010). 

 The Lumina Foundation also published a report about increasing 

degree/credential attainment to 60 percent of Americans having a post-secondary degree 

or credential by 2025 called Goal 2025 (Lumina Foundation, 2015).  This report gave a 

state-by-state account of how degree attainment goals were being met and provided 

suggestions for what must be done to reach the Goal 2025 numbers of degrees/credentials 

conferred (Lumina Foundation, 2015).  

 Another non-profit policy group founded in 2009, Complete College America, 

noted that although college enrollment had nearly doubled between 1970 and 2009, the 

degree attainment rate had remained virtually unchanged (Complete College America, 

2014).  This group created an Alliance of States to increase degree attainment rates 

(Complete College America, 2014).  Using research, Complete College America created 

five Game Changers to increase degree attainment (Complete College America, 2014).  

The five Game Changers included performance funding, co-requisite remediation, 
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increasing full-time status to fifteen credit hours, structured schedules, and guided 

pathways to success (Complete College America, 2014).   

In a 2009 address to Congress, President Obama further articulated a national goal 

to increase post-secondary degree attainment before 2020 by 10 million graduates (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2011).  He asked every American to commit to a year or more 

of post-secondary education.  In response to the President’s charge, the Department of 

Education responded with strategic initiatives to direct the public.  One strategic initiative 

was to increase degree and certificate completion and job placement particularly for first-

generation college students (Kanter, Ochoa, Nassif, & Chong, 2011).  Frank Chong, the 

Deputy Assistant Secretary for Community Colleges also noted that one of the specific 

challenges that needed to be faced was the challenge of college transfer in order to 

increase degree attainment (Kanter, et al., 2011). 

State Policy to Increase Degree Attainment 

 Not only were there several national policies that directed increased degreee 

attainment, but states also followed with policies of their own.  The state of Missouri had 

policies that were intended to increase degree attainment.  One of these policies was the 

Missouri General Education and Credit Transfer Policy (Missouri Department of Higher 

Education, 2013).  This state policy facilitated the portability of general education credits 

between signatory institutions (Missouri Department of Higher Education, 2013).  Each 

institution published its own 42 credit hour general education block of courses that would 

be considered equivalent to any other signatory institution’s 42 credit hour block within 

the state for transfer purposes (Missouri Department of Higher Education, 2013).  

Additionally, Missouri outlined transfer degree programs from two-year to four-year 
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institutions that included some or all of the general education requirements from the 42 

credit hour block of courses, creating a smooth transition for students moving from the 

two-year to the four-year institution (Missouri Department of Higher Education, 2013).   

Importance of Transfer for Two-Year Institutions 

These state and national policies created a culture of accountability. One aspect of 

this accountability was found in the use of performance-based funding.  Zarkesh and 

Beas (2004) described performance-based funding as a model for funding institutions that 

distributed funds based on how well an insitution meets specific outcomes. The most 

common performance outcome measures were graduation rates, employment rates, 

transfer rates, retention-persistence rates, and performance after transfer (Zarkesh & 

Beas, 2004).  Missouri’s performance-based funding model allowed each insitution to 

choose its own five performance indicators from a recommended performance measures 

list (Missouri Department of Higher Education, 2012).  The list included the categories of 

student success and progress, increased degree attainment and quality of student learning, 

and financial responsibility and efficiency (Missouri Department of Higher Education, 

2012).  Each of these three major recommendation areas contained sub-recommendations 

(Missouri Department of Higher Education, 2012).  Successful transfer to a four-year 

institution from a two-year instituion was a sub-recommendation found under the student 

success and progress performance heading as well as in the major area of increased 

degree attainment (Missouri Department of Higher Education, 2012).  In Missouri, a two-

year institution would be given funding in addition to its base funding, up to a maximum 

of 2-3 percent above its total funding from the state, based on how many of the five 

performance indicators had been met (Missouri Department of Higher Education, 2012). 
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Smooth transfer processes from two-year institutions to four-year institutions became 

even more important to two-year institutions because it provided state funding under 

some performance-based funding models.  Considering the financial implications for 

two-year instiutions, it was imperative that transfer processes such as those that utilized 

articulation agreements were effective.  

First-Generation College Students 

 Degree attainment and transfer could be challenging, from the perspective of the 

two-year institution, due to the student population typical to this type of institution.  Two-

year institutions had an open door policy (Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Vaughn, 1982).  An 

open door policy has been defined as a policy that allows access to post-secondary 

education to everyone regardless of completion of a high school diploma (Cohen & 

Brawer, 2003; Vaughn, 1982).  Many of those students that came to college using this 

open door policy were first generation college students (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  First 

generation college students were students whose parents did not have any post-secondary 

education (Engle & Tinto, 2008;Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996; 

Warburton, et al., 2001). 

It was important to view this group when considering degree attainment because 

these students made up approximately 24 percent of the postsecondary, undergraduate 

student population (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  Out of the first-generation college student 

population, 52 percent began their education at two -year institutions (Engle & Tinto, 

2008).  It was well documented that first-generation college students were not as 

successful as students with parents that obtained a post-secondary education (Saenz, 

Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, , 2007; Stephens, et al., 2012; Terenzini, et al., 1996).  
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Only five percent of low income, first-generation students attained a bachelor of art’s 

degree within six years of attending post-secondary education that began at a two-year 

institution (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  These statistics called into question the effectiveness 

of the transfer process.   

Characteristics of First-Generation College Students 

 First-generation college students differed form non-first-generation college 

students in economic, social, and cognitive areas.  Economically, first-generation college 

students tended to come from lower-income families (Nomi, 2005; Warburton, et al., 

2001).  They also often worked full-time and were the primary financial support for the 

family (Nomi, 2005).  The choice of where to attend college for first-generation college 

students was often mediated by the cost of college due to their lower economic status 

(Engle, 2007; Saenz, et al., 2007). This made tow-year institutions more attractive due to 

the lower costs associated with attending one of these institutions (Engle, 2007).  

Financial aid played a role in degree completion as a major source of funding for first-

generation students (Nomi, 2005). First-generation students having a lower income had a 

four times greater chance of leaving higher education than did students that had a higher 

income and were not first-generation students (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  

A student that had a lower economic status might be employed full-time and the 

primary wage earner of the family.  Students in this situation experienced work pressures, 

financial pressures, family pressures, and the pressures associated with coursework 

(Engle & Tinto, 2008).  Fifty-five percent of students that worked 35 hours or more a 

week reported that work imposed negative consequences on their school performance 

(Orszag, Orszag, & Whitmore, 2001).  Some of the negative consequences of working 
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full-time while in school included limiting class schedule, reducing class choices, and 

limiting library access (Orszag,et al., 2001).  Students who worked full-time were more 

likely to drop out of school (Orszag,et al., 2001).  When students were enrolled part-time 

in college, nearly 50 percent dropped out without completing their degree (Shapiro, et al., 

2012).  Because first-generation college students had to work while in college, they took 

fewer credit hours per semester (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004).  Engle 

(2007) noted that this could prevent the student from attaining his or her goals.  Being a 

parent also negatively impacted transfer, and therefore degree attainment (Wang, 2012).  

The pressures of family-life interfered with school attendance, study time, and the use of 

academic resources  (Nomi, 2005; Stebleton & Soria, 2012).  

 Additionally, social characteristics of first-generation college students 

created challenges to transfer (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Nomi, 2005).  First-generation 

college students tended to be minorities, women and older than traditional college 

students (Nomi, 2005). The family and work obligations of first-generation college 

students prevented them from engaging with the activities and support services at the 

educational institution they attended (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Stebleton & Soria, 2012).  

These students often received less encouragement from their parents regarding college 

attendance (Terenzini, et al., 1996).  The effects of these social characteristics could have 

led to a lack cultural capital.  Cultural capital was defined by Stephens, et al. (2012) as 

“understandings of the rules of the game.” (p. 1180).  A lack of cultural capital could 

have been detrimental to understanding how articulation agreements worked in the 

transfer process.  Without an understanding of how articulation agreements helped to 

transfer as many credits as possible, these students may not have planned accordingly for 
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transfer and may have needed to take more credit hours after transfer, increasing the 

number of semesters to completion after transfer.  Handel and Williams (2012) found that 

students that self-advised and made advising mistakes often did not catch the mistakes 

until the student attempted to transfer.  Wood, Nevarez, and Hilton (2012) also noted that 

students that were advised by an advisor were 46 percent more likely to transfer than 

those that did not meet with an advisor.  Lack of advising could lead students to deplete 

their allocation of financial aid funds taking coursework that did not transfer, which could 

cause a lack of persistence after transfer (Handel & Williams, 2012).  Additionally, the 

increased credit hours and semesters to completion could decrease first-generation 

student persistence (Warburton, et al., 2001).  Decreased first-generation student 

persistence could lead to decreased degree completion and fewer qualified workers for 

the workforce. 

First-generation college students were also challenged cognitively.  They entered 

college with lower reading, math, and critical thinking skills (Terenzini, et al., 1996).  

The lowered skills in these areas often led to remediation (Engle, 2007).  Remediated 

students spent more time and money on coursework that did not earn college credits than 

those students that were not remediated (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  Most first-generation 

college students also depended on financial aid to finance their education (Nomi, 2005).  

The reliance on financial aid presented problems in the transfer process if the student had 

used all of his or her financial aid allocations taking coursework at a two-year institution 

and had nothing left to use after transferring to a four-year institution.  The students may 

not have been able to afford to complete their degrees.  The economic characteristics of 

first-generation college students created challenges that negatively impacted transfer. 
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These economic, social, and cognitive factors have led to decreaed persistence 

and lowered transfer rates (Terenzini, et al., 1996).  Carnevale, et al., (2010) estimated 

that 41 percent of the population should have a bachelor’s degree by 2025 in order ot 

meet the needs of the workforce.  In order to meet these workforce needs, this study 

aimed to investigate the effectiveness of articulation agreements in the transfer process 

for first-generation college students to affect change for increased bachelor’s degree 

completion. 

Theoretical perspectives on First-Generation College Students 

Several theoretical models described the challenges faced by first-generation 

college students and the effects on their educational attainment.  Swail’s (2003) 

geometric model of student persistence and achievement described the factors that 

contributed to effective student persistence, which increased the effectiveness of 

transferring credit to four year institutions through articulation agreements.  In this 

model, Swail (2003) described cognitive factors, social factors, and institutional factors 

that contributed to student persistence by affecting the student’s experience in a post-

secondary institution.  Tierney’s (1999) model of cultural integrity was another model 

that was used to understand first-generation college students in this study.  This model 

integrated Bourdieu’s (1986) concepts of “cultural capital” and “habitus” (Tierney, 1999, 

p. 80), which may also be understood to be the students’ understanding how things 

worked in a particular environment and the “perceptions individuals have of their 

environment.” (Tierney, 1999, p. 84).  Perceptions of the collegiate environment and 

competencies regarding the cultural norms for transferring from one institution to another 

institution impacted the effectiveness of transfer using articulation agreements for first-
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generation college students. Tierney argued that Tinto’s (1975) model of integration was 

inherently flawed because it required first-generation students to integrate into a system 

that was normalized for white, middle-class Americans (Tierney, 1999).  Since a large 

proportion of first-generation students were minority students, coming to colleges and 

universities with different cultural capital and habitus, it was wrong to assume that they 

should integrate the same way that white, middle-class, American students would 

integrate into the social context of a college or university (Tierney, 1999).  The impact on 

student persistence could be further understood by examining the cognitive, social, and 

institutional factors described by Swail’s (2003) model. 

Cognitive factors 

 In a deeper examination of Swail’s (2003) geometric model, cognitive factors 

influenced the behaviors and perceptions of first-generation college students.  Swail 

(2003) described the cognitive factors that must be considered in persistence as 

“intelligence, knowledge, and academic ability.” (p.78).  Tierney’s (1999) model 

tempered these factors by noting that intelligence, knowledge, and academic ability were 

further defined by the culture of the student.  Thus, the cognitive factors of first-

generation college students were not just physiological, but included inherited or inherent 

cultural aspects that may have influenced students’ abilities to transfer effectively using 

articulation agreements. 

 Parents that had attended post-secondary education had experiences or knowledge 

regarding transfer and college processes to pass on to their children.  Since the parents of 

first-generation college students did not have personal experience with post-secondary 

education, these students lacked financial, social, and informational resources that 



EFFECTIVENESS OF ARTICULATION AGREEMENTS  30 

students with parents that had attended college possessed (Saenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, 

& Yeung, 2007).  An additional consideration concerning first-generation college 

students was the cultural capital and habitus that they possessed may not have matched 

the culture of the educational institution (Stephens, et al., 2012).  The cultural norms of 

first-generation students included the formation of many interdependent relationships, 

rather than the normative assumptions that the student was able to navigate college 

systems independently (Stephens, et al., 2012). The disparity between the cultural capital 

and habitus provided to first-generation college students by their parents or guardians and 

environment and the normative educational institutional culture and processes 

surrounding transfer could have led to students taking classes that did not transfer or a 

lack of persistence to bachelor’s degree completion in the transfer process. 

 Academic ability was another factor that Swail (2003) noted might have 

decreased student persistence to bachelor’s degree completion.  In 1995-1996, nine 

percent of first-generation students had undertaken rigorous coursework in high school 

compared to 20 percent of students with college-educated parents (Warburton, et al., 

2001).  This lack of high school preparation had led to 55 percent of first-generation 

college students requiring remediation when they entered college (Chen, 2005, p. 11).  In 

addition to remediation, first-generation college students often withdrew from and 

repeated coursework (Chen, 2005).  Remediation and repeating coursework led to 

increased time to degree completion and also led the student to depleting economic 

resources that were needed to pay for their education.  Dependent undergraduate students 

were limited to a cumulative amount of $31,000 they could borrow using Federal 

Financial Aid (Kantrowitz, 2015).  If the student was dependent on financial aid, 
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repeating coursework used some of the cumulative funds they received. Remediation 

could have depleted the aid  money required to finish a degree and might have prevented 

the student from fulfilling the coursework requirements of an articulation agreement that 

would create a more smooth transfer process.  

Social factors 

 The second part of Swail’s (2003) model of persistence was social factors.  Social 

factors such as ethnicity, gender, and number of dependents often played a role in student 

success and therefore in the creation of conditions that encouraged smooth transfer for 

first-generation college students.  Nomi (2005) estimated that approximately 36 percent 

of first-generation students were minorities (p.3).  Minority students often attended high 

schools that were not as challenging as non-minority students (Warburton, et al., 2001).  

These students required more student support services when they entered college 

(Warburton, et al., 2001). They also often did not have the cultural capital that would 

have enhanced college success and transfer (Swail, 2003).  A culture of interdependence 

was common among first-generation college students, rather than the culture of 

independence that most colleges expect (Stephens, et al., 2012).  The culture of 

interdependence was historic and based on uncertainty created by social and economic 

factors (Stephens, et al., 2012).  In an interdependent culture, the interplay between 

economic and social factors was often not stable. If one factor failed, the student might 

have been unable to complete coursework.  If coursework was not completed, the student 

would not have the appropriate coursework completed to take advantage of the 

articulation agreement for transfer and ultimately, for bachelor’s degree completion. 



EFFECTIVENESS OF ARTICULATION AGREEMENTS  32 

Further, 67 percent of first-generation college students were women and tended to 

be the caregivers of the family.  As noted previously, these students usually worked full-

time and were the primary wage earner in the family (Nomi, 2005).  As the primary wage 

earner, these students often had to make the choice of going to class or working extra 

hours to supply the financial needs of the household.  Decreased class attendance and 

decreased attendance with tutoring and other support services were factors that decreased 

student success (Engle, 2007).   This decreased student success could have led to a 

decreased effectiveness of articulation agreements in the transfer process when students 

had coursework that didn’t transfer due to poor grades or incompletion of the 

coursework.   

Institutional factors 

 Institutional factors, the third aspect of Swail’s model, also played a part in first-

generation college student bachelor’s degree completion.  Academically, when classes 

were offered (e.g. time of day, day of week, and frequency within an academic year) 

could have been critical to bachelor’s degree completion when students were working 

and attending school part time (Nomi, 2005). If classes were not offered at times that 

were most beneficial to working students, they would not have been able to take the 

necessary coursework to complete their coursework as part of an articulation agreement.  

Student services were an important institutional factor in persistence of first-generation 

college students (Engle, 2007; Nomi, 2005).  Student services consisted of supplemental 

instruction, learning communities, financial aid, admissions and registration, counseling, 

etc.  Engle (2007) noted that students involved in student services had higher retention 

rates, grades, and graduation rates.  Additionally, in a study conducted by the U.S. 
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Department of Education (2011), it was determined that student services often had a 

positive effect on students’ academic outcomes. Many first -generation college students 

did not have the cultural capital and habitus to use these services and often missed out on 

the positive benefits that could have increased the effectiveness of an articulation 

agreement in the transfer process (Tierney, 1999). 

 One last institutional factor that played a role in bachelor’s degree completion was 

the transfer process itself.  The transfer process had been confusing and difficult to 

understand (Kisker, et al., 2011).  The difficulty of the process could have diminished the 

number of individuals choosing to follow an agreement’s process.  Students that did not 

understand the transfer process may not have taken the correct coursework needed to 

transfer according to an articulation agreement. 

 The economic, social, and cognitive characteristics of first-generation college 

students affected transfer from two-year institutions to four-year institutions and played a 

role in the effectiveness of articulation agreements.  Theoretical perspectives underscored 

the cognitive, social and institutional factors that played a role in the transfer of first-

generation college students.  These factors influenced number of credit hours taken to 

completion of a bachelor’s degree, the number of semesters to completion of a bachelor’s 

degree, and the percentage of students completing degrees after transfer.  It was 

important as Tierney (1999) mentioned to reflect on these factors through the lens of 

cultural capital and habitus to get a more holistic impression of the problem of the 

effectiveness of an articulation agreement in the transfer process of first-generation 

college students from two-year institutions to four-year institutions.  
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The Background of Two-Year Institutions 

History 

 Two-year educational institutions, regularly known as junior colleges or 

community colleges, originated from land-grant institutions that were established by the 

Morrill Act of 1862 (Vaughn, 1982).  The Morrill Act of 1890 guaranteed state funding 

for public colleges and universities (Beach & Grubb, 2011).  Two-year institutions began 

as college preparatory schools and were housed in high schools (Beach & Grubb, 2011).  

Joliet Junior College was credited as the first community college (Joliet Junior College, 

n.d.; Vaughn, 1982).  Joliet Junior College was opened in 1901 as an extension of the 

high school in Joliet, Illinois, an experiment developed by William Raney Harper and J. 

Stanley Brown (Joliet Junior College, n.d.).  In 1947, the Truman Commission Report 

established a national policy regarding the establishment of additional community 

colleges at the end of World War II (Vaughn, 1982).  The need for returning veterans to 

enter quickly into the workforce expanded the scope of the community college to include 

more technical/vocational training (Bragg, 2001; Vaughn, 1982).  The number of 

community colleges grew exponentially in the 1960s and 1970s due to their open door 

policy (Bragg, 2001; Vaughn, 1982), which ensured accessibility to college for all (Bragg 

& Durham, 2012).  According to the U.S. Department of Education (n.d.), there are 

currently 1,047 public community colleges in the United States.  Both the number of 

available public community colleges and the open door policy provided a great deal of 

access to students that wanted to attend a post-secondary institution. 
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Affordability and Accessibility 

 One consequence of the open door policy of community colleges was that it 

provided access to some students that were not prepared for college.  This policy rarely 

excluded anyone from attending a community college (Bragg, 2001).  Over half of the 

students that entered community colleges needed to complete remedial coursework 

(Bailey, 2009).  The need to complete remedial coursework was directly related to the 

student’s high school academic rigor (Engle, 2007; Warburton, et al., 2001).  High school 

rigor and post-secondary persistence were also directly related to the need for remedial 

coursework (Warburton, et al., 2001).  Often students that were remediated at a two-year 

institution needed to repeat coursework and spent significantly more time in college than 

those who did not require remediation (Chen, 2005).  Unfortunately, under one quarter of 

the students that enrolled in these remedial courses at a community college completed a 

degree or certificate within eight years, compared to 40 percent of students that did not 

enroll in remedial coursework (Bailey, 2009). 

The affordability of community colleges also increased the accessibility of post-

secondary education for many individuals.  The cost of attending community college was 

about one third of the cost of attending a public, four-year institution in the same state 

(Baum & Payea, 2011).  Investing in community college education had a high return on 

investment (Jenkins & Belfield, 2014).  Individuals that invested in community college 

education increased earning potential relative to the number of credits they had taken 

(Jenkins & Belfield, 2014).  The return on investment increased when the student 

transferred to a four-year institution and completed a bachelor’s degree (Jenkins & 

Belfield, 2014).  Using this information, students earned credits at a community college 
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at low cost and transferred to a four-year institution to complete their education for less 

than the cost of attending the four-year institution for the traditional four years.  If the 

transfer process was clearly articulated, the student that chose this pathway reduced the 

cost of his or her education, which increased the return on investment.  The affordability 

and accessibility of community colleges made them attractive to first-generation college 

students (Engle & Tinto, 2008). 

Transfer Mission 

 Beginning work on a bachelor’s degree at a two-year institution was made more 

attractive by the affordability and accessibility of two-year institutions.  Bragg (2001) 

noted that two-year institutions have multiple missions; transfer, vocational education, 

developmental education, continuing education, and community service.  This project 

focused on the transfer mission of the two-year institution.  Most students, 80 percent, 

that entered two-year insitutions indicated that they intended to transfer to a four-year 

institution (Handel & Williams, 2012).  Despite the number of students that indicated 

they intended to transfer, approximately 20 percent of the two-year institution’s students 

ultimately transferred to four-year institutions (Radford, Berkner, Wheeless, & Shepherd, 

2010).  Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) noted that students that began work toward a 

bachelor’s degree at a two-year institution were 15 to 20 percent less likely to earn that 

degree than students that begin the work on a bachelor’s degree at a four-year institution.  

College credit hours have been lost when a student transferred from a two-year institution 

to a four-year institution (Monaghan & Attewell, 2015).  Fourteen percent of students 

that transferred lost all of their credit hours upon transfer (Monaghan & Attewell, 2015).  

According to a study by Mangan (2014), students that transferred lost 13 credit hours on 



EFFECTIVENESS OF ARTICULATION AGREEMENTS  37 

average, which is just under a full semester of work by most institutional standards. 

Students that lose their credits often do not graduate with a bachelor’s degree (Monaghan 

& Attewell, 2015).  Although students were less likely to complete a bachelor’s degree if 

they began at a two-year institution, they were just as successful in their degree 

completion as students that began at a four-year institution once they had transferred 

(Melguizo & Dowd, 2009).  The lack of bachelor’s degree completion could be a result 

of students using up their financial aid resources before the degree was completed 

(Monaghan & Attewell, 2015).  Monaghan and Attewell (2015) also noted that students 

that had 50-89 percent of their credits transfer were 74 percent more likely to complete 

their bachelor’s degree. The authors found no significant difference between the 

bachelor’s degree attainment of students that transferred from vocational programs at the 

two-year institution, and students that transferred from degree transfer programs at the 

two-year institution (Monaghan & Attewell, 2015).  In this study, it didn’t matter whether 

a student chose a transfer program or a vocational program at the originating two-year 

institution and decided to transfer; the degree attainment rates were similar to four-year 

institution native students once they transferred (Monaghan & Attewell, 2015).  The 

Community College Research Center at Columbia University summed up the current 

research noting that the disparity between bachelor’s degree completion rates and transfer 

indicated that the transfer process was ineffective, not the education received at the two-

year institution leading to transfer (Jenkins & Fink, 2015). 

 Focusing on the transfer intent of first-generation college students specifically, 

many of these students entered two-year institutions without the desire for higher degree 

attainment (Nomi, 2005).  Nomi (2005) noted in her study that only 35 percent of first-
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generation college students attended two-year institutions with the intent to transfer to a 

four-year institution.  The two primary reasons for this lack of desire for degree 

attainment were their primary focus on obtaining a job or better job, and the lack of 

encouragement from their parents regarding educational attainment (Nomi, 2005).  Bers 

(2013) noted that many students that began their post-secondary education did not have 

the final outcome of their education in mind.  As the labor market continues to demand 

increased degree attainment, it will be imperative for first-generation college students to 

transfer to meet this demand in order to obtain employment. 

 State budget constraints have led to an era of accountability in two-year 

institutions (Zarkesh & Beas, 2004).  This accountability led state legislators to create 

policies that measured outcomes that were reported to taxpayers.  Two-year institutions 

faced legislation that granted funding according to meeting the outcomes determined by 

state governments.  This type of funding was known as known as “performance-based 

funding.” (Zarkesh & Beas, 2004).  Many states implemented this type of funding in a 

variety of ways.  The state of Missouri used five performance indicators chosen by the 

two-year institution from a list of recommended performance measures (Missouri 

Department of Higher Education, 2012).  Transfer from two-year institutions to four-year 

institutions was listed within the recommended performance measures (Missouri 

Department of Higher Education, 2012).  Missouri institutions could earn one-fifth of 

their two to three percent increase in funding over base funding for succesfully meeting 

each of the five performance indicators (Missouri Department of Higher Education, 

2012).  In order for these performance indicators to be met, institutions in Missouri 

examined current transfer processes and determined how to measure success for their 
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institution.  One of the performance indicators adopted by the Missouri Community 

College Association, of which the two-year insitution in this study was a part, was 

successful completion of a degree or certificate of at least one year or longer or the 

successful transfer to a four-year insitution (Missouri Department of Higher Education, 

2012). 

 On the national level, the College Board named transfer as one of its ten 

recommendations in the Completion Agenda to increase degree attainment (Lee & Rawls, 

2010).  The recommendation to “increase college completion rates” by easing transfer of 

credit hours was denoted as a way to increase college completion (Lee & Rawls, 2010, p. 

28).  The College Board’s Completion Agenda report stated that “the United States is 

facing an alarming education deficit that threatens our global competitiveness and 

economic future.” (Lee & Rawls, 2010, p. 3).  Four out of five of the jobs lost during the 

recession that began in 2007 required a high school diploma or less (Lumina Foundation, 

2013).  These low-skill jobs were no longer part of our workforce and were not expected 

to return (Carnevale, et al., 2010).  Additionally, the 21st Century Commission also 

articulated the need for better transfer processes between post-secondary institutions 

(American Association of Community Colleges, 2012). Better transfer processes were 

needed to increase the number of individuals with bachelor’s degrees for the workforce.   

Articulation Agreements 

 Easing of the transfer process had historically been done through the formation of 

articulation agreements (Bers, 2013; O'Meara, et al., 2007).  Articulation agreements 

were agreements made between two-year and four-year institutions that generally had 

provisions for four-year institutions to accept general education courses from two-year 
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institutions (Cohen, 2012).  These agreements were intended to prevent duplication of 

coursework as a student transferred from one institution to another institution (Just & 

Adams, 1997).  The challenge of articulation agreements resided in the fact that different 

institutions had specific course requirements that must be met and the course 

requirements may not be equivalent from one institution to another institution (Barry & 

Barry, 1992).  Articulation agreements benefitted two-year institutions by serving the 

needs of the community, increasing its “academic legitimacy among constituents”, and 

serving as a way to recruit students (Montague, 2012, p. 284).  The benefits of 

articulation agreements to four-year institutions included input into the curriculum of 

two-year institutions, increased diversity in their student population, and smoother 

admissions processes (Montague, 2012).  It was to the advantage of both institutions to 

provide articulation agreements for the transfer process. 

Types of Articulation Agreements 

 There were several different ways that articulation agreements were established 

between two-year institutions and four-year institutions.  One type of articulation 

agreement was the 2+2 agreement (O'Meara, et al., 2007), which specifically directed 

course selection and allowed the student to complete two years of work at the two-year 

institution and transfer to the four-year institution to complete the final two years of his 

or her bachelor’s degree (O'Meara, et al., 2007).  Usually the 2+2 agreements were 

written between two similar programs, one at the two-year institution and one at the four-

year institution (Bers, 2013). Unfortunately, this type of articulation agreement often 

ended up taking more than two years after transfer to earn a bachelor’s degree (O'Meara, 
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et al., 2007).  Bers (2013) noted one case for the increased time to completion using this 

type of agreement occurred when students changed their major after transfer. 

 Another type of agreement was an agreement between institutions for a block of 

courses to transfer (O'Meara, et al., 2007).  This type of articulation agreement was 

examined in this study.  An example of this type of agreement occurred in the state of 

Missouri.  The state had established an agreement between two-year and four-year 

institutions that a 42 credit hour general education block of courses would be accepted by 

any signatory institution within the state (Missouri Department of Higher Education, 

2013).  This agreement only applied when the student completed the 42 credit hour block 

of courses.  If a student did not complete the 42 credit hour block of courses and still 

transferred to another institution, each course was considered individually for transfer and 

the student potentially lost credits (Missouri Department of Higher Education, 2013). 

Course-by-course agreements between academic programs were also written 

between institutions (O'Meara, et al., 2007).  In this case, individual courses were 

identified between institutions as similar enough to warrant identification as the same 

coursework (O'Meara, et al., 2007).  Institutions could negotiate which courses 

appropriately covered the same concepts in an effort to reduce redundancy between 

programs (Anderson, et al.6, 2006).  Courses that were articulated could have been 

articulated as general education courses, electives, or major requirements depending on 

the agreement (Bers, 2013).  Normally there was a specified number of credits accepted 

by four-year institutions from two-year institutions (O'Meara, et al., 2007).  The state of 

Missouri established a transfer course library that denoted transfer coursework on a 
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course-by-course basis between signatory institutions (Missouri Department of Higher 

Education b, n.d.).  This was a another example of course-by-course agreements. 

 The last type of agreement was the state transfer degree (Ignash & Townsend, 

2000).  States identified associate degrees that transfer to four-year institutions as part of 

a bachelor’s degree (Ignash & Townsend, 2000).  Typically, the Associate of Arts and the 

Associate of Science degrees were used as transfer degrees (Ignash & Townsend, 2000).  

The Associate of Applied Science degree was traditionally considered a vocational 

degree, but some states worked to identify it as a transfer degree as well (Ignash & 

Townsend, 2000).   Each of these types of articulation agreements were established to 

promote the smooth transfer of credits (O'Meara, et al., 2007; Ignash & Townsend, 2000; 

Just & Adams, 1997) 

The Challenges to Articulation Agreements 

Several problems occurred when articulation agreements were used for the 

smooth transfer of credits.  Students were often not required to seek advising help 

regarding sequencing of courses and appropriate coursework for transfer at the two-year 

institution (Handel & Williams, 2012). This could have slowed down the transfer process 

and increased the number of credit hours that a student must have completed for a 

bachelor’s degree (Handel & Williams, 2012).   

 “Bureaucratic hurdles” such as admissions, registration, and financial aid 

processes also prevented students from making the transition from one institution to 

another institution (Handel & Williams, 2012, p. 43).  The hurdles included the number 

of processes a student completed in order to enroll in coursework as well as the 

complexity of some of the processes (Handel & Williams, 2012).  For students that 
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worked and had other commitments, the time to accomplish these processes may have 

prevented the student from enrolling (Handel & Williams, 2012).  These hurdles might 

have been particularly problematic for first-generation college students that lacked the 

cultural capital and habitus that educational institutions expected of students (Tierney, 

1999).  Additionally, the course scheduling at two-year institutions was done by student 

demand (Handel & Williams, 2012).  Although this allowed two-year institutions 

flexibility, it also prevented a student from completing the necessary coursework for 

transfer if the required course was not in high enough demand (Handel & Williams, 

2012).   

 Articulation agreements were written with many assumptions.  Assumptions such 

as students knowing what they wanted to study and where they would transfer were not 

always realistic (Bers, 2013).  Articulation agreements also assumed that the student had 

gotten accurate advisement regarding coursework and had not self-advised or been mis-

advised (Bers, 2013).  In reality, many two-year institution students did not know what 

they wanted to study and did not seek out advising (Jenkins & Cho, 2012). 

Effectiveness of Articulation Agreements 

 Defining the effectiveness of articulation agreements from the literature was 

difficult.  A large proportion of the literature defined the effectiveness of articulation 

agreements through the percentage of students that used the agreements to transfer 

(Kisker, et al., 2011; Roksa & Keith, 2008).  Articulation agreements were supposed to 

reduce the “bureaucratic and administrative entanglements” that students encountered in 

the transfer process (Montague, 2012, p. 284).  Handel and Williams (2008) found that  

statewide articulation agreements did not affect the transfer rate between two-year and 
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four-year institutions.  In another article Barry and Barry (1992) reported that articulation 

agreements increased transfer when states provided articulation legislation.  Transfer 

rates were a common way to measure the effectiveness of articulation agreements 

(Anderson, et al., 2006).  Although widely used, transfer rates did not necessarily 

measure the effectiveness of articulation agreements.  Roksa and Keith (2008) noted that 

the role of an articulation agreement was to prevent the loss of credits in the transfer 

process.  They argued it was most accurate to define the effectiveness of an articulation 

agreement according to the effects that were observed by the student after transfer (Roksa 

& Keith, 2008).  Two ways to measure the effectiveness of articulation agreements were 

determining the number of credit hours earned to bachelor’s degree completion after 

transfer, and the number of semesters to bachelor’s degree completion after transfer 

(Kisker, et al., 2011; Roksa & Keith, 2008).  Both of these measures in addition to 

completion of a bachelor’s degree after transfer provided a more accurate means of 

measuring the effectiveness of the transfer process in reducing the loss of credits 

according to the definition of an articulation agreement.  

The reported data regarding the effectiveness of articulation agreements was not 

conclusive.  In their 2008 study, Roksa and Keith found that articulation agreements did 

not enhance bachelor’s degree completion.  The number of students in their sample 

limited their study and potentially explained the outcomes of their analysis (Roksa & 

Keith, 2008).  Kisker, et al., (2011) found that statewide articulation agreements 

increased bachelor’s degree completion by decreasing the number of credit hours to 

completion. Additionally, results from data in their study from the state of Arizona 

indicated that students that transferred using an articulated general education block of 
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courses before transferring took 3.5 credit hours less to complete a bachelor’s degree than 

students that transferred and did not use the articulated general education block of 

courses (Kisker, 2011). The number of studies reporting evidence on the effectiveness of 

articulation agreements as denoted by the number of credit hours to complete a 

bachelor’s degree and the number of semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree was 

very small despite the prevalence of these agreements. 

Summary 

 In summary, there was not a large amount of evidence regarding the effectiveness 

of articulation agreements in the transfer process from two-year to four-year institutions. 

The evidence found in literature presented a disparity in the effectiveness of articulation 

agreements (Kisker, et al., 2011; Roksa & Keith, 2008).  Not only was there a disparity in 

the results from studies of the effectiveness of articulation agreements, there was also a 

difference in the way effectiveness had been measured.  Since these agreements were 

intended to improve the transfer process of students that wished to continue their post-

secondary education at another institution, measuring the time to completion of a 

bachelor’s degree and the number of credit hours to completion of a bachelor’s degree 

most accurately measured the effectiveness of the transfer process (Kisker, et al., 2011; 

Roksa & Keith, 2008).   

 In addition to a lack of evidence regarding the effectiveness of articulation 

agreements in the transfer process, there was a gap in the literature regarding the 

effectiveness of these agreements for first-generation college students.  First-generation 

college students made up a large portion of the student population in two-year institutions 

(Engle & Tinto, 2008).  Although the literature noted that the percentage of first-
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generation college students that indicated they wanted to transfer was lower than students 

whose parents had some post-secondary education, these students often did not have clear 

educational outcomes in mind when they began their post-secondary education (Bers, 

2013).  Most first-generation college students attended post-secondary education for the 

purpose of gaining job skills (Nomi, 2005).  Carenevale, et al. (2010) noted that the 

number of jobs that did not require post-secondary education were dwindling and that in 

their place were jobs that required higher levels of education.  As first-generation college 

students continue to enter two-year institutions, it will become more important for them 

to transfer to four-year institutions to attain higher levels of post-secondary education.  

Carnevale and Rose (2011) predicted that 41 percent of the workforce will need a 

bachelor’s degree by 2025.  Effective transfer of first-generation college students from 

two-year institutions to four-year institutions could help the United States to attain this 

goal.  As more people complete bachelor’s degrees and become qualified to join the 

workforce, greater economic parity can occur.  In cities, such as Ferguson, Missouri, 

increasing the economic parity could change the cultural climate by reducing some of the 

economic stressors that have led to unrest. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



EFFECTIVENESS OF ARTICULATION AGREEMENTS  47 

CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction and Purpose 

 The purpose of this convergent, mixed methods study was to determine the 

effectiveness of articulation agreements in the transfer of first-generation college students 

between a selected Mid-western, two-year institution and selected Mid-western, four-year 

institution of higher education where the majority of the two-year institution’s transfer 

students matriculated.  As noted in the literature review, there was very little evidence 

regarding the effectiveness of articulation agreements and no evidence that they were 

effective for first-generation college students.  Effective transfer processes were needed 

to increase bachelor’s degree attainment to provide for workforce needs.  There was a 

projected need for over 40 percent of the graduates in the United States to hold a 

bachelor’s degree by 2025 (Carnevale & Rose, 2011).  This study examined the 

effectiveness of one statewide articulation agreement in the transfer process of first-

generation college students by analyzing the number of credit hours earned and semesters 

to completion of a bachelor’s degree taken by both first-generation and non-first-

generation college students that transferred with the 42 credit hour general education 

block of courses completed to a four-year institution from a two-year institution.  

Additionally, a sub-set of both first-generation and non-first-generation students that 

transferred with the 42 credit hour block of general education coursework completed was 

interviewed regarding the transfer process. 

 This chapter provides the methodological rationale and research questions that 

were investigated.  Further, this chapter explains the methodology, participant sampling, 

data collection tools, variables, and data collection and analysis processes used in the 
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study.  Finally, this chapter concludes with an examination of the ethical considerations 

of this study. 

Methodological Rationale 

 The methodological rationale of this study emanated from the investigator’s post-

positivist and transformative worldviews.  A post-positivist worldview was a philosophy 

based on observations and measurements of an “objective reality.” (Creswell, 2014, p. 7).  

This philosophical worldview guided the researcher to include a quantitative 

measurement of the effectiveness of one statewide articulation agreement in the transfer 

process of first-generation college students.  Studies noted in the literature review 

determined that the number of credit hours earned and semesters to completion of a 

bachelor’s degree after transfer were accepted as the best way to determine effectiveness 

of articulation agreements (Kisker, et al., 2011; Roksa & Keith, 2008).   

 The transformative worldview considered social justice for those that were 

marginalized in society (Creswell, 2014).   In this study, the inquiry into the experiences 

of first-generation college students provided insight into potential social injustice 

regarding transfer processes.  According to Creswell (2014), “transformative research 

provides a voice” for participants (p.9).  The participant voice provided experiential 

insights into transfer processes that could not be elucidated from quantitative data.  

Inquiry into the experiences of first-generation college students compared to non-first-

generation college students in the transfer process was accomplished by interviewing 

first-generation and non-first-generation students that transferred from the two-year 

institution after completing the 42 credit hour general education block of courses to the 

four-year institution. 
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 The combination of both quantitative and qualitative data to strengthen the 

methodological design was termed a mixed methods approach (Creswell, 2014).  Mixed 

methods research was a way to examine a research problem from multiple standpoints 

(Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 2007).  This study was a quantitative dominant study 

(QUANT + qual), which was defined by Johnson, et al. (2007) as a type of mixed 

methods research that depended on the quantitative results and utilized qualitative 

research to further the understanding of the data.  Because the quantitative and qualitative 

data did not depend on each other, they could be collected at the same time.  The 

convergent, parallel mixed methods design was used when both the quantitative and 

qualitative data were collected at the same time and then merged to form a more 

comprehensive examination of the problem being studied (Creswell, 2014). 

Research Question(s)/Research Hypotheses 

 The effectiveness of the statewide articulation agreement for first-generation 

college students in the transfer process from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the 

Mid-western, four-year institution had not been reported in the past. Best practices from 

research on the effectiveness of articulation agreements for all students indicated that the 

number of credit hours earned and semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree after 

transfer were the most accurate way to measure effectiveness (Kisker, et al., 2011; Roksa 

& Keith, 2008).  Using this information, the central question in this study was:  

How did perceptions of factors that influenced first-generation college students’ 

transfer from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year 

institution explain differences between first-generation college students and non-

first-generation college students in the number of credit hours and number of 
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semesters to completion of a degree? The following quantitative and qualitative 

questions served the purpose of guiding the methodology of this study: 

Quantitative Research Questions/Hypotheses 

1:  What was the relationship between first-generation college students’ number 

of credit hours taken and non-first-generation college students’ number of 

credit hours taken to complete a bachelor’s degree when transferring from the 

Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution 

that utilized a statewide articulation agreement? 

2:  What was the relationship between first-generation college students’ number 

of semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree and non-first-generation 

college students’ number of semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree 

when transferring from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-

western, four-year institution that utilized a statewide articulation agreement? 

3:  What was the relationship between first-generation college student four-year 

degree completion and non-first-generation college student bachelor’s degree 

completion after transferring from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the 

Mid-western, four-year institution using a statewide articulation agreement? 

 In an effort to answer each of the above questions, the following null hypotheses 

were tested: 

HO1:  There was no significant difference between the number of credit hours of 

first-generation and non-first-generation college students to complete a 

bachelor’s degree when transferring from the Mid-western, two-year 
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institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution that utilized a statewide 

articulation agreement. 

HO2:  There was no significant difference between the number of semesters of 

first-generation and non-first-generation college students to complete a 

bachelor’s degree when transferring from the Mid-western, two-year 

institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution that utilized a statewide 

articulation agreement. 

HO3:  There was no significant difference between first-generation and non-first-

generation college student bachelor’s degree completion after transferring 

from the Mid-western two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year 

institution that utilized a statewide articulation agreement. 

Qualitative Research Questions 

1:  How did first-generation college students describe their experience preparing 

for transfer from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western,  

four-year institution? 

2:   How did the experiences of first-generation college students transferring from 

the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution 

that utilized a statewide articulation agreement influence students’ decisions 

regarding preparation for transfer? 

 These quantitative and qualitative research questions were used to investigate the 

central research question.  In order to understand the quantitative data more completely, 

the qualitative interview questions were posed to both first-generation and non-first-

generation students.  Posing the qualitative interview questions to both first-generation 
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and non-first-generation students provided a methodology to better discern differences in 

the perceptions and experiences of the students. Together, the qualitative and quantitative 

research questions formed a mixed methods research study. 

Method 

 This mixed methods study was designed to examine the effectiveness of the 

statewide transfer agreement (an articulation agreement in the state where the 

professional practice setting resided) for first-generation college students in the transfer 

from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution. This 

analysis was completed through an examination of the number of credit hours earned at 

the four-year institution and the number of semesters taken at the four-year institution to 

complete a bachelor’s degree.  Data for the quantitative portion of the study were 

requested from databases at the Midwestern, four-year institution.  The data requested 

included first-generation and non-first-generation number of credit hours earned and 

number of semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree between 2010 and 2015 after 

transferring from the Mid-western, two-year institution having completed the 42 credit 

hour general education block of coursework.  Additionally, the number of first-generation 

and non-first-generation students that transferred from the Mid-western, two-year 

institution with the completed 42 credit hour general education block regardless of 

completion of a bachelor’s degree between 2010 and 2015 were denoted.  The data from 

the databases were analyzed for significant differences between the number of credit 

hours and semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree by first-generation college 

students and non-first-generation college students that had transferred from the Mid-

western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution after completing 
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the 42 credit hour general education block of coursework.  The data were also analyzed 

for significant differences between first-generation and non-first-generation bachelor’s 

degree completion after transfer using the 42 credit hour block of coursework.  Although 

degree completion was not a direct consequence of smooth transfer processes, it could be 

an indirect indicator of problems in the transfer process. 

 The qualitative portion of the mixed methods study utilized interviews (Creswell, 

2014) with both first-generation and non-first-generation college students that transferred 

from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution after 

completing the 42 -credit -hour general education block of coursework between 2010 and 

2015.  Interview questions are located in Appendix A.   Eight students were interviewed 

after responding to an e-mail request and using snowball techniques for participation.  

Students were interviewed until saturation occurred.  Interviews were conducted at the 

Mid-western-four-year institution in a semi-private setting or at an off-campus site in a 

semi-private setting.  The interviews were conducted to understand the experiences and 

perceptions of both first generation and non-first-generation college students that 

transferred to determine if there were any differences in their experiences or perceptions 

of the processes.  The data derived from the interviews were used to augment the data 

from the quantitative analysis of the database information (Creswell, 2014) and provided 

a more in-depth understanding of the problem of the effectiveness of a statewide 

articulation agreement in the transfer of first-generation college students from the Mid-

western two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution.  

The mixed methods design included collection and analysis of both quantitative 

and qualitative data (Creswell, 2014).  This method provided quantitative data for 
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analysis in order to determine if there were significant differences between the number of 

credit hours and number of semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree by first-

generation college students and non-first-generation college students that transferred 

from the Mid-western, two -year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution 

using a statewide articulation agreement.  Analysis of the number of credit hours and the 

number of semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree provided data regarding the 

effectiveness of the statewide articulation agreement in the transfer process toward 

bachelor’s degree completion by reducing the number of credit hours and the number of 

semesters needed to complete a bachelor’s degree.  Qualitative data provided the 

perceptions and experiences of first-generation college students that transferred using the 

statewide articulation agreement. The quantitative data were informed by the qualitative 

data.   This methodology provided a more comprehensive analysis of the central research 

question. 

Description/Rationale of Participants/Sample 

 The participants in the quantitative portion of this study included 807 records of 

first-generation and non-first-generation students that had transferred from the Mid-

western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution after completing 

the 42 credit hour general education block of courses and completed a bachelor’s degree 

between 2010 and 2015.  Out of the 807 students, only 310 of these records included 

students that had completed the bachelor’s degree after transferring from the Mid-

western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution between 2010 and 

2015.  All of the data from the participants in the quantitative portion of the study were 

de-identified by the Mid-western, four-year institution. Participant data were collected for 
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five years in order to provide approximately double the time necessary for students 

entering the Mid-western, four-year institution to complete a bachelor’s degree after 

completing the 42 credit hour general education block of coursework and transferring 

from the Mid-western, two-year institution.  The 42 credit hour general education block 

of coursework was approximately one third of the credit necessary to complete the 

minimum number of credit hours in a bachelor’s degree.  

 Participants in the qualitative portion of the study were invited to participate 

through an e-mail sent to students through the Mid-western, four-year institutional e-mail 

to students that had transferred to the Mid-western, four-year institution from the Mid-

western, two-year institution after completing the 42 credit hour general education block 

of coursework between 2010 and 2015 (Appendix B).  The e-mail also contained a 

participant letter explaining the study (Appendix C).  Snowball techniques were used, 

which included the reminder of the invitation from an instructor at the Mid-western, two-

year institution to students that had transferred to the Mid-western, four-year institution, 

as well as social media invitations from study participants to friends that had transferred 

from the Mid-western two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution. 

Participants contacted the investigator to set up a time to meet at the Mid-western, four-

year institution or a public location of their choice for a 30-minute interview.  Both first-

generation and non-first-generation college students were interviewed until saturation at 

eight participants. 

 Both the quantitative and qualitative portions of the study were conducted using 

students from the Mid-western, four-year institution that transferred from the Mid-

western, two-year institution using the 42 credit hour general education block of courses 
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from 2010-2015.  The quantitative portion examined the number of credit hours and 

semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree of these students as well as compared the 

rate of completion of first-generation and non-first-generation college students.  The 

qualitative portion of the study included interviews with students that transferred from the 

Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution between 2010 

and 2015 after completing the 42 credit hour general education block of coursework.  

Both parts of the study examined the relationships between first-generation and non-first-

generation student data. 

Data Collection Tools 

As a mixed methods study, this study utilized information from the Mid-western, 

four-year institution’s student databases for quantitative analysis and utilized interviews 

for qualitative analysis of the question of the effectiveness of the articulation agreement 

for first-generation college students that transferred from the Mid-western, two-year 

institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution.  The four-year institution’s 

Institutional Research office, in conjunction with the Registrar’s office, compiled the 

required data regarding students that had transferred in the last five years from the Mid-

western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution.  The information 

they compiled included the number of credit hours to completion of a bachelor’s degree 

and the number of semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree by both first-

generation and non-first-generation students that transferred from the Mid-western, two-

year institution after completing the 42 credit hour general education block of coursework 

before completing their bachelor’s degree between 2010 and 2015.  Additionally, 

information on the total number of first-generation and non-first-generation college 
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students that transferred from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, 

four-year institution after completing the 42 credit hour general education block of 

coursework between 2010 and 2015 was reported from the databases.  All of the database 

records were de-identified before they were given to the investigator in an Excel 

spreadsheet format.  The student’s college application at the Mid-western, four-year 

institution indicating that neither parent continued their education beyond high school or 

the Free Application for Student Aid (FAFSA) determined first-generation status of 

students. The number of credit hours to completion of the bachelor’s degree contained 

only the credit hours passed for progress at the Mid-western, four-year institution.   

The qualitative portion of the study included interviews with students that had 

transferred from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year 

institution after completion of the 42 credit hour general education block of coursework 

between 2010 and 2015 until saturation was reached at eight participants.  Both first-

generation and non-first-generation students were asked to participate in interviews. The 

interview questions were open-ended questions regarding the experiences and 

perceptions of the students that transferred from the Mid-western two-year institution to 

the Mid-western, four-year institution after completing the 42- credit-hour general 

education block of coursework (Appendix A).  DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree (2006) 

noted, “interviews are the most familiar strategies for collecting qualitative data.” (p. 

314).  Open-ended questions were used to reduce interviewer bias.   

Variables (Quantitative)/The Researcher’s Role (Qualitative) 

 As a mixed methods study, this study considered both quantitative and qualitative 

evidence.  When examining the quantitative portion of the study, the effectiveness of the 
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statewide articulation agreement was the dependent variable.  There were two prongs to 

the problem of the effectiveness of articulation agreements.  One prong was effectiveness 

of transfer in leading to bachelor’s degree completion as measured by number of credit 

hours to completion of a bachelor’s degree and the number of semesters to completion of 

a bachelor’s degree (Kisker, et al., 2011; Roksa & Keith, 2008).  The other prong was the 

actual percentage of students completing a bachelor’s degree (Melguizo & Dowd, 2009; 

Roksa & Keith, 2008).  

The dependent variables in this study were the number of credit hours and 

semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree between 2010 and 2015 at the Mid-

western, four-year institution after transferring from the Mid-western, two-year 

institution and completing the 42 credit hour general education block of coursework. 

These variables were determined through examination of the purpose of articulation 

agreements.  Credit hours did not include any remediated credits.  Articulation 

agreements were intended to provide a smooth transition of credits between institutions 

(Roksa & Keith, 2008).  Kisker, et al., (2011) and Roksa & Keith (2008) both determined 

that examining the number of credit hours and semesters to completion of a bachelor’s 

degree after transfer most accurately depicted the effectiveness of articulation 

agreements. 

The experiences and perceptions of students that transferred from the Mid-

western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution after completing 

the 42 credit hour general education block of coursework as they prepared for transfer 

and how those experiences influenced preparation were the variables examined in the 

qualitative portion of the study.  These variables provided greater insight into the 
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quantitative data.  The qualitative data were examined using open coding that determined 

the categories or themes.  The data were further examined using axial coding to 

determine the scope of the themes.  Finally, selective coding determined the theory 

derived from the interviews.  A journal was maintained throughout the dissertation in 

practice process to document each step. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Diagram of study model 

As the investigator in this study, a personal bias regarding knowledge of the 

processes at the Mid-western, two-year institution and personal interactions with first-

generation college students might have influenced the study.  In order to control for these 

biases, the interview questions were designed as open-ended questions.  Additionally, 

participants interviewed were self-selected by their response to an e-mail requesting 

participation in the study from anyone that met the design criteria.  Biases of the 

investigator were also controlled through the documentation process of the study.  
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Data Collection Procedures 

 Data collection for the quantitative portion of the study began in October 2015 

with the acquisition of the de-identified data from the Mid-western, four-year institution.  

This data were sent to the investigator as an Excel spreadsheet by the office of 

Institutional Research at the Mid-western, four-year institution.  Data were separated into 

columns containing the number of credit hours earned and the number of semesters each 

student took at the Mid-western, four-year institution to complete a bachelor’s degree.  

The data also included whether the student was a first-generation college student or not in 

a separate column denoting yes for first-generation and no for non-first-generation status. 

 Collection of data in the qualitative portion of the study began on October 15, 

2015 when an e-mail to students was sent through the Mid-western, four-year institution 

to students that had transferred to the Mid-western, four-year institution from the Mid-

western, two-year institution after completing the 42 credit hour general education block 

of coursework between 2010 and 2015.  Students responded to the e-mail request for 

participation by e-mailing the investigator.  Additionally, snowball techniques were used 

to reach these students.  The investigator then scheduled a time to meet with respondents 

at the convenience of the respondent.  The first student interview was conducted on 

October 21, 2015 at the Mid-western, four-year institution in the student center.  The 

interview and all subsequent interviews were conducted using an Olympus WS-821 

digital voice recorder to record the interview.  The last student interview was conducted 

on December 8, 2015. 
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Data Analysis Plan 

As a convergent, parallel, mixed methods study, there were both quantitative and 

qualitative data analyses (Creswell, 2014).  The quantitative data were collected into an 

Excel spreadsheet at the Mid-western, four-year institution.  The data were organized into 

columns denoting the total credit hours to bachelor’s degree completion, total semesters 

to bachelor’s degree completion, and first-generation and non-first-generation college 

student status.  Descriptive statistics were run on the number of credit hours earned and 

the number of semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree for both first-generation 

and non-first-generation student data as well as on the completion rates of each group to 

check for normality.  For this data, histograms and examination of skewness and kurtosis 

indicated that the data were positive and skewed to the right.  In order to normalize the 

data for parametric analysis, the researcher used the log10 function to transform the 

number of credit hours and the number of semesters to completion of the Bachelor’s 

degree for both first-generation and non-first-generation students (Zumel & Mount, 

2014).  Once the data were normalized, the analysis of each of the groups of data 

continued using a t-test. Using this analysis tool, both the first-generation college 

students’ number of credit hours to completion of a bachelor’s degree and the non-first-

generation college students’ number of credit hours to completion of a bachelor’s degree 

were compared as well as the number of semester hours to completion of a bachelor’s for 

each of these groups. This analysis examined the significant differences in both the 

number of credit hours to completion of a bachelor’s degree and the number of semesters 

to completion of a bachelor’s degree between first-generation college students and non-
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first-generation college students.  Additionally, a t-test was used to check the comparative 

results for each data set. 

The qualitative data from recorded interviews were transcribed through an online 

service at www.rev.com.  After transcription of the interviews, the transcripts were coded 

by hand using open coding to determine categories of data (Creswell, 2014).  Data then 

underwent axial coding to identify “interrelated” categories (Creswell, 2014, p. 197).  

Finally, selective coding (Creswell, 2014) completed the analysis of the qualitative data 

through the development of theory in the comparison of the perceptions and experiences 

of first-generation and non-first-generation students that transferred from the Mid-

western, two-year institution after completing the 42 credit hour general education block 

of coursework to the Mid-western, four-year institution. 

A side-by side comparison approach to data analysis was used as part of the 

convergent parallel mixed methods design (Creswell, 2014).  The quantitative data were 

reported first and then compared with the qualitative themes to “confirm or disconfirm” 

the quantitative results (Creswell, 2014).  This provided a holistic way to examine the 

effectiveness of articulation agreements in the transfer process for first-generation college 

students that transferred from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, 

four-year institution. 

Assumptions (Quantitative)/Quality and Verification (Qualitative) 

Several delimitations were noted in this study.  This study only included data and 

participants from one Mid-western, two-year institution that had transferred to one Mid-

western, four-year institution.  The participants in the study were limited to those students 

that had completed a bachelor’s degree between 2010 and 2015 after transferring to the 
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Mid-western, four-year institution from the Mid-western, two-year institution with the 

completion of the 42 credit hour general education block of coursework.  This population 

of students included both first-generation college students and non-first-generation 

college students.  Credit hours earned after the student transferred from the Mid-western, 

two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution may have included credits 

earned from other institutions as the student completed the bachelor’s degree.  These 

credits were assumed to be necessary for completion of the bachelor’s degree.   

In this study, content and construct validity were established by examining 

previous research.  Kisker, et al. (2011), Roska & Keith (2008), and Perkins (2010) 

provided basic construct validity through their work on the effectiveness of articulation 

agreements.  They determined that number of credit hours earned and number of 

semesters completed after transfer were the construct properties that most adequately 

evaluated the effectiveness of articulation agreements (Kisker, et al., 2011; Roksa & 

Keith, 2008).  Additionally, the content properties of the study were consistent with other 

research.  Reliability in both the quantitative and qualitative portions of the study was 

determined through documentation (Creswell, 2014). 

Validity, or trustworthiness, was determined through triangulation using previous 

research and multiple interviews. Both Creswell (2014) and Morrow (2005) described 

triangulation and noted its acceptance as a means for confirming the validity of 

qualitative work.  Another way that the qualitative data were confirmed as trustworthy 

was through thick descriptions recorded from the interviewees (DiCicco-Bloom & 

Crabtree, 2006; Morrow, 2005). 
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Ethical Considerations 

 Several ethical considerations were addressed as part of this Dissertation in 

Practice.  Approval of both Creighton University and the Mid-western, four-year 

institutions’ Institutional Review Boards (IRB) was sought due to the involvement of 

human subjects (Appendix D).  During the course of the study, it was determined that the 

e-mail to students needed to be updated.  This modification of the e-mail was also 

approved by both IRBs (Appendix E).  Recordings of interviews were made on a digital 

voice recorder and sent to an online transcription service.  After transcription, files were 

deleted from the digital device.  Storage of de-identified data and transcripts were on a 

dedicated digital flash drive that was password protected and kept in a locked filing 

cabinet, a practice identified as acceptable in literature (Creswell, 2014).   

Participants received a letter of participation that included the participant’s bill of 

rights (Appendix C).  Interviews were conducted in a semi-private setting at the Mid-

western, four-year institution or other semi-private public setting.  The study did not 

require the disclosure of sensitive information and did not require absolute privacy while 

interviewing.  All participants were asked the same questions as described in Appendix A 

to ensure that participants were treated consistently, as described in literature (Creswell, 

2014). As the study progressed, more descriptive statements were made by the researcher 

to define terminology used in the questions.  Bracketing occurred using a reflexive 

journaling process (Tufford & Newman, 2010).  Finally, data were made available to 

both participants and the Mid-western, four-year institution upon request, also as 

described in the literature (Creswell, 2014).   
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Summary 

 Using quantitative research questions and hypotheses and qualitative research 

questions surrounding a central research question, a methodology was developed to 

examine the questions.  The methodology included acquiring student data regarding the 

number of credit hours earned and semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree by 

both first-generation and non-first-generation college students from the Mid-western, 

four-year institution.  The data only included students that had transferred from the Mid-

western, two-year institution after completing the 42 credit hour general education block 

of coursework.  The data were analyzed to determine if there were differences between 

the first-generation college students and the non-first-generation college students.  The 

qualitative portion of the study included interviews with students that had transferred 

from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution after 

completing the 42 credit hour general education block of coursework.  The interviews 

were transcribed using a transcription service and then coded by hand to determine 

common themes.  Together, the quantitative and qualitative data provided a more 

complete understanding of the transfer process for both first-generation and non-first-

generation college students.  Reliability and validity of the study were determined 

through triangulation, documentation, and providing thick, rich descriptions of the data.  

Biases and assumptions were noted within the documentation of the study.  Ethical 

considerations were also noted and discussed.  The methodological considerations 

provided a solid basis for the examination of the effectiveness of articulation agreements 

for first-generation college students that transferred from the Mid-western, two-year 

institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS AND THE EVIDENCE-BASED SOLUTION 

Introduction 

 As stated in chapter one, this study examined the effectiveness of a statewide 

articulation agreement for first-generation college students that completed a bachelor’s 

degree from the Mid-western four-year institution between 2010 and 2015.  The study 

was informed by research suggesting that there was mixed evidence that these types of 

agreements were effective in the transfer process.  These types of agreements were 

considered an important way to ensure that transfer occurred most smoothly as defined 

by maximal transfer of credit hours from one institution to another institution (Kisker, et 

al., 2011; Roksa & Keith, 2008).  Students that transferred most smoothly were expected 

to have higher bachelor’s degree completion rates (Kisker, et al., 2011; Roksa & Keith, 

2008).  Improving transfer processes to increase the number of students completing a 

bachelor’s degree in the United States was noted in policy documents created by the 

College Board and the Lumina Foundation (Handel & Williams, 2012; Lumina 

Foundation, 2013). Increased levels of degree completion were necessary to fill the 

workforce needs (Carnevale, et al., 2010).  Carnevale and Rose (2011) projected a need 

of over 40 percent of graduates having a bachelor’s degree by 2025. 

Review of Methodology 

A convergent, parallel, mixed methods approach was used with qualitative data 

describing the quantitative (QUANT) data.  Students’ number of credit hours earned and 

semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree between 2010 and 2015 after transferring 

from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution with 

the completed 42 credit hour general education block of coursework were used to 
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compare the effectiveness of the 42 credit hour general education block of coursework 

(statewide articulation agreement) between the first-generation and non-first-generation 

students in this study.  Additionally, the percentage of completion of a bachelor’s degree 

between 2010 and 2015 of first-generation and non-first-generation transfer students were 

compared.  The qualitative portion of the study included interviews with first-generation 

and non-first-generation college students that transferred to the Mid-western, four-year 

institution from the Mid-western, two-year institution between 2010 and 2015 with the 

completed 42 credit hour general education block of coursework.   

Participants 

The quantitative portion of this study utilized de-identified student records from 

the Mid-western, four-year institution.  These records contained number of credits hours 

earned and semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree between 2010 and 2015 after 

students transferred from the Mid-western, two-year institution with the minimum 

requirement of completion of the 42 credit hour general education block of coursework.  

The records indicated whether the student was a first-generation or non-first-generation 

college student.  Additionally, the Mid-western, four-year institution provided the total 

number (N = 809) first-generation and non-first generation college students that 

completed a bachelor’s degree between 2010 and 2015 after transferring from the Mid-

western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution with the minimal 

completion of the required 42 credit hour general education block of coursework. 

The qualitative portion of the study included interviews with eight first-generation 

and non-first-generation students that had transferred from the Mid-western, two-year 

institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution after completing the 42 credit hour 
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block of coursework between 2010 and 2015 to reach saturation.  These students were 

identified to the researcher by the Mid-western, four-year institution or through snowball 

techniques, and were e-mailed a request to participate in the study (Appendix B).  

Students (N = 8) that responded to the e-mail were interviewed. 

The quantitative and qualitative portions of this study provided evidence 

regarding the central research question.  The central research question asked how 

perceptions of factors that influenced the effectiveness of first-generation college 

students’ transfer from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-

year institution explained differences between first-generation college students and non-

first-generation college students in the number of credit hours earned and number of 

semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree.  In order to better answer the central 

research question, both quantitative and qualitative research questions were also asked. 

 The qualitative research questions were: 

1: How did first-generation college students describe their experience preparing 

for transfer from the Mid-western, two-year to the Mid-western,  four-year 

institution? 

2:  How did the experiences of first-generation college students transferring from 

the Mid-western, two-year to the Mid-western, four-year institution that utilized a 

statewide articulation agreement influence students’ decisions regarding 

preparation for transfer?  

The data obtained from the responses to the qualitative research questions were 

used to further describe the results of the quantitative analysis.  All together, the data 

collected as part of the process of answering these questions provided evidence regarding 
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the effectiveness of the statewide articulation agreement for first-generation college 

students.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this convergent, mixed methods study was to determine the 

effectiveness of the statewide articulation agreement in the transfer of first-generation 

college students between the Mid-western, two-year institution and the Mid-western, 

four-year institution of higher education. 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to develop a plan to increase the effectiveness of 

transfer for first-generation college students when transferring from the Mid-western, 

two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution. 

Summary and Presentation of the Findings 

 The methodologies used in this study provided evidence for the central research 

question.  The central research question asked how perceptions of factors that influenced 

first-generation college students’ transfer from the Mid-western, two-year institution to 

the Mid-western, four-year institution explained differences between first-generation 

college students and non-first-generation college students in the number of credit hours 

earned and number of semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree.  In order to better 

answer the central research question, both quantitative and qualitative research questions 

were also asked. 
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Quantitative Research Results 

The quantitative research in this study was conducted using data derived from the 

Mid-western, four-year institutions’ databases.  The data used to inform each of the 

quantitative research questions were depicted in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Quantitative Research Questions and Raw Data Used 

Quantitative Research Question Raw Data Used 
What was the relationship between 
first-generation college students’ 
and non-first-generation college 
students’ number of credit hours 
taken to complete a bachelor’s 
degree after transferring from the 
Mid-western, two-year institution to 
the Mid-western, four-year 
institution using a statewide 
articulation agreement? 

 

Data from the Mid-western, four-year 
institution’s databases included the 
number of credit hours to completion of 
a bachelor’s degree for students that 
completed between 2010-2015.  
Students had transferred from the Mid-
western, two-year institution to the Mid-
western, four-year institution after 
completing the requirements of the 
statewide articulation agreement.  Data 
were segregated into first-generation 
college student and non-first-generation 
college student categories. 

What was the relationship between 
first-generation college students’ 
and non-first-generation college 
students’ number of semesters to 
completion of a bachelor’s degree 
after transferring from the Mid-
western, two-year institution to the 
Mid-western, four-year institution 
using a statewide articulation 
agreement? 

 

Data from the Mid-western, four-year 
institution’s databases included the 
number of semester to completion of a 
bachelor’s degree for students that 
completed between 2010-2015.  
Students had transferred from the Mid-
western, two-year institution to the Mid-
western, four-year institution after 
completing the requirements of the 
statewide articulation agreement.  Data 
were segregated into first-generation 
college student and non-first-generation 
college student categories. 

What was the relationship between 
first-generation college student and 
non-first-generation college student 
bachelor’s degree completion after 
transferring from the Mid-western, 
two-year institution to the Mid-
western, four-year institution using 

Data from the Mid-western, four-year 
institution’s databases included the 
number of both first-generation and 
non-first-generation college students 
that obtained a bachelor’s degree after 
transferring using the statewide 
articulation agreement between 2010 
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a statewide articulation agreement? 
 

and 2015.  Institutional research also 
provided the number of first-generation 
and non-first-generation students that 
transferred between 2010 and 2015 
using the statewide articulation 
agreement regardless of completion of a 
bachelor’s degree.  

 
 The data derived from the databases of the Mid-western, four-year institution 

included N = 809 unique student records of students that had completed their bachelor’s 

degree between 2010 and 2015 after transferring from the Mid-western, two-year 

institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution.  Out of those records, 237 records 

(29 percent) were first-generation college students and 572 records (71 percent) were 

non-first-generation college students.  Out of the 809 unique student records, (N = 310) 

students that had not only completed the bachelor’s degree between 2010 and 2015, but 

had also transferred within that same timeframe were identified.  Students that had both 

transferred and completed a bachelor’s degree between 2010 and 2015 were divided into 

first generation N = 131(42 percent) and non-first-generation students N = 179 (58 

percent).  Using descriptive statistics, the means for the first-generation and non-first-

generation student credit hours to completion of a bachelor’s degree and semesters to 

completion of a bachelor’s degree were determined. The number of students that had 

enrolled, regardless of completion was N = 1,080.  Of this total, the number of first-

generation students was N = 585 (54 percent) and the number of non-first-generation 

students was N = 495 (46 percent).  This student information was compiled with the first-

generation and non-first-generation students that had completed the 42 credit hour block 

of general education coursework and had also completed a bachelor’s degree between 
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2010 and 2015.  The percentage of completion of a bachelor’s degree for both first-

generation and non-first-generation students that had transferred 

Table 2 

First-Generation and Non-First-Generation Student Data 

 Average 
number of 

credit 
hours for 

completion 
of a 

bachelor’s 
degree 

between 
2010 and 

2015 

Average 
number of 
semesters  

for 
completion 

of a 
bachelor’s 

degree 
between 
2010 and 

2015 

Number 
of 

students 
that 

completed 
a 

bachelor’s  
degree 

between 
2010 and 
2015 after 

transfer 

Number of 
students 

that 
transferred 

and 
completed 
2010-2015 

Total 
number of 
students 

that 
transferred 
2010-2015 

Percentage 
of students 
completing 

after 
transferring 

between 
2010 and 

2015 

First-
generation 

students 

66.5 7.54 237 131 585 22.4 

Non-first-
generation 

students 

67.97 7.68 572 179 495 36.1 

Total   809 310 1080  
 

after completing the 42 credit hour block of coursework between 2010 and 2015 was then 

calculated.  Figure two compares the differences between first-generation and non-first-

generation students’ number of credit hours earned to completion of a bachelor’s degree, 

semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree, and rates of completion of a bachelor’s 

degree. 
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Figure 2.  Comparison of first-generation and non-first-generation student data 

 Although the completion rates differed between the groups, the number of credit 

hours earned for completion of a bachelor’s degree and the number of semesters to 

completion of a bachelor’s degreee remained very similar for both first-generation and 

non-first-generation college students in this study.  In the current study, however, there 

was a 13.8 percent difference between first-generation and non-first-generation transfer 

students’ bachelor’s degree completion rates.  

Students who completed a bachelor’s degree in both groups averaged over seven 

semesters (terms) to completion. First-generation students averaged M=7.54 semesters to 

completion and non-first-generation students averaged M=7.68 semesters to completion 

(Table 2).  It would be expected from calculations based on full-time attendance equated 

at 15 credit hours per semester and the number of credit hours to bachelor’s degree 

completion at approximately 120 credit hours, that students would have five semsters to 

completion with the completed 42 credit hour general education block (Missouri 

Department of Higher Education, 2013).  The results indicated that students that 
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transferred from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year 

institution after completing the 42 credit hour general education block of coursework 

took, on average, two additional semesters to complete a bachelor’s degree. 

The average number of credit hours taken by both groups of students were also 

very similar.  First-generation students averaged M=64.42 credit hours to completion of 

the Bachelor’s degree and non-first-generation students averaged M=67.97 credit hours, 

both calculated at a 0.05 confidence interval, to completion of the bachelor’s degree after 

transfer (Table 2).  Because students needed approximately 120 credit hours to complete 

a bachelor’s degree, the results indicated that students came to the Mid-western, four-year 

institution with more credits than the 42 credit hour general education block of 

coursework.  These results further underscored the fact that students that transferred were 

taking approximately seven semesters to complete the approximately 65 credit hours they 

needed for completion of a bachelor’s degree.  Students were taking fewer than ten credit 

hours per semester, which indicated that they were not enrolling as full-time students. 

Qualitative Research Results 

 The qualitative portion of this mixed methods study included interviews with 

eight students, four first-generation and four non-first-generation students, that had 

transferred between 2010 and 2015 from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the 

Mid-western, four-year institution after completing the 42 credit hour general education 

block of coursework. The interview questions used to answer the qualitative research 

questions are depicted in Table 3.  Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed using 

an online transcription service.  The average length of an interview was over ten minutes. 
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Table 3 

Qualitative Research Questions and Aligned Interview Questions 

Qualitative research question Interview question(s) 
How do first-generation college students 
describe their experience preparing for 
transfer from the Mid-western, two-year to 
the Mid-western,  four-year institution? 

Describe how you learned what you 
needed to do in order to transfer from a 
community college to a four-year school. 
 
How did you prepare for transferring to 
a four-year school throughout your time 
at the community college? 
 
What resources did you find the most 
helpful with the transfer process at the 
community college? 
 
What resources did you find the most 
helpful with the transfer process at the 
four-year school? 
 
Are there other resources that were 
helpful in the transfer process? 
 
Describe what you understand about 
Missouri’s statewide transfer policy. 
 
Describe your experience as you 
transferred from the community college 
to the four-year school. 
 

How do the experiences of first-generation 
college students transferring from the Mid-
western, two-year to the Mid-western, four-
year institution that utilize articulation 
agreements influence students’ decisions 
regarding preparation for transfer?  

How did what you know about the 
statewide transfer policy influence your 
decisions regarding preparation for 
transfer to the four-year school from the 
community college? 
 

 

Following a grounded theory design, after each interview, the recording was 

uploaded to rev.com for transcription and returned by downloading the transcript from 

rev.com.  As each transcript was returned, the researcher read it through at least twice, 
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and hand coded to determine broad categories (Corbin & Strauss, 1990).  The categories 

that emerged regarding the experiences and perceptions of the transfer process for 

students transferring from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-

year institution were institutional factors that aided in transfer, non-institutional factors 

that aided in transfer, and lack of understanding of the Missouri Transfer Agreement.  

The data were further coded using axial coding (Creswell, 2014) to divide the categories 

into sub-categories where frequencies of responses were reported (Table 4).  

Trustworthiness of the data was determined through triangulation and peer review 

(Creswell, 2014).  The experiences and perceptions expressed by students in each group 

were very similar.  Additionally, the experiences and perceptions of students were 

compared with previous studies (Hawthorne & Young, 2010; Tinto, 1975; Packard & 

Jeffers, 2013; Terenzini, et al., 1996).   

Institutional factors that contribute to transfer. 

Participants noted a variety of institutional factors that contributed positively to 

their transfer experience.  Several of the first-generation students concurred that recruiters 

from the Mid-western, four-year institution were instrumental in learning the transfer 

process.  Participant 1, a first-generation student (FGS), stated, “They have their 

recruiters from the different schools that come on a regular basis.  They sit in the halls 

and they meet people and they see if you’re interested in coming to our school, and they 

give you some information to fill out to help you with your application and stuff like 

that.”  Participant 3, a non-first-generation student (NFG),  noted that she, “was a 

member of Phi Theta Kappa…and we did a lot of seminars and work on what we needed 

to do in order to transfer from a two-year college to a four-year institution.”  Several 
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participants, including Participant 1, a FGS, noted that “checklists as you go along and 

check off what you need” played a role in the transfer process.  Participant 5, a FGS, 

stated, “I talked to the department chair in the music department at the university 

level….”  Beyond the institutional factors, several non-institutional factors also played a 

role in the transfer process. 

Non-institutional factors that contribute to transfer. 

In response to questions regarding how they learned what they needed to do in 

order to transfer, first-generation participants noted social factors that contributed to their 

understanding of the process.  Participant 1 said, “You kind of learn as you go on your 

own.”  Participant 6 noted, “Basically word of mouth, really.”   

First-generation students described searching for appropriate institutional 

resources and struggling to find the right help.  Participant 7 said, “ You have to find 

what direction you want to go.  I had heard other students that I went to [the two-year 

institution] with, they told me to go to the MSC.  It had the most cultural diversity.  When 

I first got here I signed up for a tutor and they let me know.”  Participant 5 noted, “Well, 

to be completely honest, there weren’t many resources.  The biggest thing with the 

transfer when you’re at the community college level is just what it says, a community.  

They do more helping you to make sure you know exactly what it is that you need to do.  

Here, it’s like jumping into new water and they just expect for you to know.” 

In contrast, Participant 8, a NFG student, stated that, “I looked online at [the Mid-

western, four-year institution’s] website, and just went through the steps to transfer.” 

Looking online, which is a process that used knowledge of processes, was considered a 

cognitive factor in the transfer process.  Another cognitive factor, “Just seeing the things 
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that I did there [at the Mid-western, two-year institution] to kind of steer what I was 

doing and get my footing and know where I was going”, was stated by Participant 4, a 

NFG.   

Interview question five asked participants about other resources, other than those 

found at the educational institutions, that helped them to transfer.  Even when the 

question was re-phrased, participants named insitutional factors that aided in transfer.  

Only Participant 5, a FGS, noted that, “my church family is a huge help with support….”  

Participants overwhelmingly did not name resources outside of the institutions that 

provided help in the transfer process.   

Lack of understanding of the transfer policy. 

Participants’ knowledge of Missouri’s state-wide transfer policy was answered by 

both groups of students with very little to no knowledge of the policy.  To determine if 

the phrasing of the question caused confusion, a description of the policy was stated by 

the interviewer in later interviews, once it was determined in the intial analyses that 

students had little understanding of the policy.  A description of the policy did not appear 

to change the outcome of this question.  Participants were often apologetic for not 

knowing about this policy.  Participant 7, a FGS, said, “I don’t really know that much.” 

Participant 3, a NFG student, stated, “I can’t answer that, I’m sorry.”  Participant 5, a 

FGS,  explained that, “One of the things that I do remember when I transferred, there is 

some sort of contract that’s between the community college and the universities in 

Missouri, and whatever classes that you take on the community level, they accept them 

because they have some kind of deal worked out.  I don’t know how deep it goes, but 

that’s all I know.”  Since there was very little knowledge of the statewide articulation 
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agreement (transfer policy), participants could not describe any influence that the policy 

made on their preparation for transfer.  An example of one non-first-generation student’s 

(Participant 4) response was, “[I] just make sure I took courses that would actually 

transfer, as well as make sure I was able to get all my records.”   

The qualitative results provided insight into the experiences and perceptions of 

both first-generation and non-first-generation students that transferred from the Mid-

western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution.  The quantitative 

results depicted the actual effectiveness of the statewide articulation agreement by 

determining the number of credit hours earned and semesters to completion of a 

bachelor’s degree by both first-generation and non-first generation students that 

transferred from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year 

institution.  Significance of these results was determined through analysis of the data. 

Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 

Quantitative Analysis 

 The quantitative data regarding the number of credit hours earned and number of 

semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree were analyzed to determine if the values 

were statistically different, which would reject the null hypotheses. When analyzing 

whether the means of the two groups (first-generation and non-first-generation) differed 

significantly from each other, the t-test was the appropriate statistical analysis tool 

(Brady, et al., 2015).  Prior to analyzing the data using the t-test, however, descriptive 

statistics were compiled to determine normality.  For this data, histograms and 

examination of skewness and kurtosis indicated that the data were positive and skewed to 

the right.  In order to normalize the data for parametric analysis, the researcher used the 
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log10 function to transform the number of credit hours and the number of semesters to 

completion of the Bachelor’s degree for both first-generation and non-first-generation 

students (Zumel & Mount, 2014).  Data from the analysis of the credit hours earned and 

semesters to completion of the bachelor’s degree of first-generation college students and 

non-first-generation college students using the t-test are seen in Table 4. 

Table 4 

t-Test Results 
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Table 5 

Chi-square Results 

 

 These analyses indicated that the null hypotheses, that there was no significant 

difference between the number of credits earned to complete a bachelor’s degree and the 

number of semesters to complete a bachelor’s degree of first-generation and non-first-

generation college students that transferred from the Mid-western, two-year institution to 

the Mid-western, four-year institution after completing the 42 credit hour block of 

general education coursework, should be accepted.  There was no significant difference 

between the numbers of credit hours earned or semesters to completion of first-generation 

college students and non-first-generation college students.  The evidence indicated that 

the statewide articulation agreement was equally effective for both first-generation and 

non-first-generation college students in the transfer process. 

 The analysis of the percentage of completion of a bachelor’s degree by first-

generation and non-first-generation students was conducted using a Pearson’s chi-

squared test to determine if there was a significant difference between the two groups 
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(Rana & Singhal, 2015).  This test indicated x2=15.57 (p=0.02) with df=1.  Using a Chi-

square distribution table with a confidence interval of p <0.05, results indicated that the 

null hypothesis stating that there was no significant difference between the completion 

rates of first-generation and non-first-generation students was rejected (Rana & Singhal, 

2015). As seen in Figure 2, there were significantly more non-first-generation students 

than first-generation students that completed a bachelor’s degree after transferring.   

 The data indicated that the effectiveness of the transfer process was not 

significantly different for first-generation college students versus non-first-generation 

college students.   However, there was a significant difference in the completion rates of 

first-generation students after transfer.  The analysis of the quantitative data supported the 

evidence documented in literature about the persistence of first-generation college 

students to bachelor’s degree completion (Pascarella, et al., 2004;Warburton, et al., 

2001). 

Qualitative analysis 

The qualitative data were used to help explain the quantitative data in this parallel, 

convergent, mixed methods design (Creswell, et al., 2003) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.  Mixed methods design (Creswell, et al., 2003, p. 167) 

QUANTITATIVE RESULTS 

QUALITATIVE 
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In this mixed methods research design, the quantitative data and qualitative data were 

collected simultaneously.  The qualitative data provided themes that were compared to 

the quantitative findings (Creswell, et al., 2003). 

The analysis of the qualitative data viewed through the lens of both Swail’s 

(2003) geometric model and Tierney’s (1999) observations regarding habitus and cultural 

capital provided insight into the student perceptions and experiences described in the 

interviews.  Students transferring from the Mid-west, two-year institution to the Mis-

west, four-year institution had many processes and procedures they had to take part in for 

transfer to occur effectively.  Their answers to the interview questions indicated that there 

were differences in the perceptions and experiences of first-generation and non-first-

generation students.   

First-generation students relied more heavily than non-first-generation students on 

non-institutional factors to guide the transfer process (Table 4).  The cultural capital of 

first-generation students regarding the transfer process was less than that of non-first- 
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Table 4 

Qualitative Analysis Results 

Categories Sub-categories First-generation 

student frequency 

Non-first-generation 

student frequency 

Institutional Factors Advising/recruiting 4 4 

Degree audit 2 1 

Involvement in a 

student organization 

3 2 

Faculty interactions 2 3 

Non-Institutional 

Factors 

Interactions with 

others 

3 1 

Two-year institution 

experiences 

1 1 

Understanding of 

the Transfer 

Agreement 

No understanding 3 2 

Limited 

understanding 

1 2 

 

generation students.  Additionally, their habitus inclined them to seek guidance from 

others, namely peers (an interdependent behavior).  Tierney’s (1999) work described this 

interdependence as part of the social behaior of first-generation students.  The first-

generation students’ understandings of the transfer process were limited by a lack of 

relationships with knowledge of institutional practices, which caused them to perceive 

that there were no resources available at the Mid-western, four-year institution when they 
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were not labelled identically to the resources of the Mid-western, two-year institution.  

They relied more heavily on peers to guide their transfer process.  This may have 

accounted for the decreased completion of first-generation students after transfer that 

resulted in fewer first-generation students graduating with a bachelor’s degree then non-

first-generation students. 

Non-first-generation students did not report using as many resources in the 

transfer process (Table 4).  They exhibited more independent behaviors as described by 

Tierney (1999).   Their cultural capital and habitus were more aligned to institutional 

norms which provided knowledge and understanding of how to navigate the transfer 

process and integration into the social structure of the Mid-western, four-year institution. 

Both groups of students noted that advising was very helpful in the transfer 

process. Equally important for both groups of students was the Mid-western, four-year 

institution’s recruiter.  Participants of both categories of students sought out the recruiter 

or had a casual conversation with the recruiter that led to assistance in the transfer 

process.  There were no perceived differences in the description of the interactions 

between the first-generation and non-first-generation students.  The ease of meeting and 

speaking with a recruiter in a hallway was the most commonly cited reason for speaking 

with the recruiter.  Participants that mentioned the recruiter, could identify the recruiter 

by name and had spoken to the recruiter multiple times.  This recognition of the recruiter 

provided the interdependent relationship that aligned more closely with first-generation 

student habitus and was an accepted part of the social structure of the college, so it 

fulfilled the social expectations of both groups of students.  The counseling provided by 



EFFECTIVENESS OF ARTICULATION AGREEMENTS  86 

the recruiter provided the social structure to partner with the institutional structure, 

including the articulation agreement in easing the transfer process for students. 

 The institutional structure, including the articulation agreement (transfer policy) 

was intended to ease the transfer process.  Qualitative results indicated that more first-

generation participants had no understanding of the transfer agreement than non-first-

generation students.  Neither group of participants clearly understood the transfer policy.  

These results indicated that the transfer policy was not articulated well at the Mid-

western, two-year institution. The quantitative results indicated that the transfer 

agreement provided equal effectiveness in the transfer process for both groups of students 

despite a lack of knowledge regarding the policy. The mechanisms of the transfer policy 

were automatic within the state of Missouri, so understanding the policy was not 

necessary to the student employing the policy in the transfer process. 

Summary 

 In summary, the quantitative and qualitative research questions were answered 

using data derived from institutional databases and interviews.  The quantitative results 

derived from institutional databases and analyzed using statistical approaches indicated 

that there was not a significant difference between the credit hours earned and semesters 

to completion of a bachelor’s degree by first-generation college students and non-first-

generation college students in the transfer process.  Qualitative data described the student 

knowledge of the transfer policy as limited to no knowledge, indicating that the transfer 

policy did not need to be understood to be equally effective for both groups of students.   

 Quantitative data also indicated that first-generation students were 13.8 percent 

less likely to graduate with a bachelor’s degree than non-first-generation students.  
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Student interviews further indicated that first-generation students relied on peers and 

others to guide many of their transfer processes.  Additionally, both groups of students 

relied on advisors and recruiters to provide information to ease the transfer process.  

 The qualitative data depicted first-generation students’ need for interdependent 

relationships in the transfer process.  This finding aligned with Tierney’s (1999) work 

regarding first-generation student persistence.  It also aligned with the concept that social 

factors are an important part of student persistence as seen in Swail’s (2003) geometric 

model.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Introduction 

 The question of the effectiveness of the statewide articulation agreement for first-

generation students that transferred from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the 

Mid-western, four-year institution was examined in this study.  Data indicated that the 

effectiveness of the transfer process was not significantly different between first-

generation and non-first-generation students.  However, first-generation students did not 

attain a bachelor’s degree at the same rate as non-first-generation students after transfer.  

In order to increase bachelor’s degree completion for first-generation students after 

transfer, the Moving On to Completion plan was created.  This chapter examined the key 

players in the implementation of the plan and their responsibilities, the leader’s role in the 

plan, the assessment of the plan, and recommendations for further research.       

Implementation of the Moving On to Completion plan could increase bachelor’s 

degree completion for first-generation college students.  Increasing bachelor’s degree 

completion for these students would increase the number of individuals with the 

necessary qualifications to meet the needs of the workforce.  Importantly, bachelor’s 

degree completion for first-generation students could change their socio-economic status 

and decrease economic disparity that led to social unrest in several areas across the 

United States.  

Summary of the Study 

 This study examined the effectiveness of a statewide articulation agreement for 

first-generation college students in their transfer from the Mid-western, two-year 

institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution.  The results of the study were used to 

develop a plan to increase the effectiveness of the transfer process for first-generation 
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students transferring from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-

year institution.  A parallel, convergent, mixed methods design was used to better 

understand the effectiveness of the statewide articulation agreement for first-generation 

students in the transfer process. 

 The mixed methods approach utilized database information from the Mid-

western, four-year institution for quantitative analysis as well as interviews with students 

that had transferred from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-

year institution for qualitative analysis.  The database information included first-

generation status, credit hours earned to completion of a bachelor’s degree after transfer, 

number of semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree, and the number of both first-

generation and non-first-generation students that graduated with a bachelor’s degree 

between 2010 and 2015 after transferring from the Mid-western two-year institution to 

the Mid-western, four-year institution with the completed 42 credit hour general 

education block of coursework.  The interviews were conducted with a subset of students 

that had transferred from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-

year institution between 2010 and 2015.   

 The analysis of the data utilized both statistical analysis of the quantitative data 

and hand coding of qualitative data.  The number of semesters (terms) and number of 

credits to completion were analyzed using a t-test after normalizing the data using the 

log10 function in Excel.  The percentage of first-generation and non-first-generation 

graduates with bachelor’s degrees after transfer was analyzed using the chi-squared 

calculation.  Interviews were coded by hand after transcription using both open and axial 
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coding.  Selective coding was applied when the quantitative and qualitative analyses were 

merged. 

 The results of the analyses indicated that the transfer process was not significantly 

different for first-generation and non-first-generation students.  Their experiences and 

perceptions, as well as the quantitative data underscored the similarities in the transfer 

experience.  The percentage of first-generation students that transferred and graduated 

with a bachelor’s degree was, however, significantly less than the number of non-first-

generation students that transferred and graduated with a bachelor’s degree.  The 

qualitative data corroborated the statistical analysis with the perceptions and experiences 

of first-generation students noting that they did not believe that resources were available 

after transfer and that they depended on others for information regarding the transfer 

process more heavily than non-first-generation students. 

 The persistence to completion of a bachelor’s degree of first-generation students 

after transfer did not appear to be a function of the transfer process, itself.  Rather, the 

persistence to completion of a bachelor’s degree of these students was likely related to 

forming the relationships necessary within the transfer institution that would aid the 

students in their progress and understanding of the structure of the Mid-western, four-

year institution in comparison to the Mid-western, two-year institution.  The creation of 

relationships for first-generation students at the Mid-western, two-year institution that 

would connect the student to new relationships at the Mid-western, four-year institution 

would fulfill the interdependent social behaviors that first-generation students have as 

part of their habitus.  Additionally, understanding the structure of the Mid-western, four-

year institution in comparison to the Mid-western two-year institution could help first-
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generation students integrate into the social structure of the institution and persist to 

bachelor’s degree completion.  A plan was developed that increased interdependent 

relationships and the provision of resources for students at the Mid-western, two-year 

institution that could increase the smooth transfer of students from the Mid-western, two-

year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution as well as increase bachelor’s 

degree completion.  The Mid-western, four-year institution could increase its partnership 

with the Mid-western, two-year institution to further enhance the plan.  Increasing the 

student knowledge of resources, particularly at the Mid-western, four-year institution as 

well as building interdependent relationships with other students that were transferring to 

the Mid-western, four-year institution could increase degree completion for first-

generation students and provide the necessary workforce for the future. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this convergent, mixed methods study was to determine 

the effectiveness of the statewide articulation agreement in the transfer of first-generation 

college students between the Mid-western, two-year institution and the Mid-western, 

four-year institution of higher education.  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to develop a plan to increase the effectiveness of 

transfer for first-generation college students when transferring from the Mid-western, 

two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution. 

Proposed Solution 

The evidence collected in this study suggested that the creation of a plan to 

increase the effectiveness of transfer for first-generation college students should include 
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ways for students to increase their understanding of the culture of the Mid-western, four-

year institution and their perceptions of how to function at the Mid-western, four-year 

institution.  Although first-generation college students transferred and took similar 

numbers of credit hours to complete a bachelor’s degree and also took a similar length of 

time to complete a bachelor’s degree, fewer of them completed their bachelor’s degree 

compared to non-first-generation college students.  The plan for first-generation college 

students suggested by this study included the creation of Moving On to Completion, a 

program that included workshops and resources to help students more effectively transfer 

from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution and 

complete a bachelor’s degree.  The plan included three parts: a series of workshops at the 

Mid-western, two-year institution, development of resources that could be uploaded to 

the transfer section of the Mid-western, two-year institution’s website, and a series of 

summer workshops that included both the Mid-western, two-year institution and the Mid-

western, four-year institution’s resources. 

Moving On’s spring workshop series would be held at the Mid-western, two-year 

institution, beginning on one campus initially, with the ability to scale up to 

implementation on all four campuses of the college district.  The workshop series would 

include information and hands-on activities including, how to apply and applying to a 

four-year institution, examination of transfer agreements and transfer libraries, financing 

the completion of a bachelor’s degree, and advanced career counseling that included how 

to determine which four-year institution would meet the outcomes of the counseling.  

One workshop would be held each month.  Students would be invited to attend the 

Moving On workshops through invitations sent to them via the postal service.  Posters 
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would be also used to reinforce and remind students about upcoming workshops.  At the 

workshops, students would complete assessments to determine to which of the specific, 

local four-year institutions students intended to transfer. 

Resources provided to students as part of the Moving on to Completion plan 

would include a checklist of items to do when transferring to a four-year institution, a 

spreadsheet of terms that were used by specific, local, four-year institutions that were 

analogous to terms used at the Mid-western, two-year institution, and lists of important 

people to meet at specific, local, four-year institutions.  Some of the information would 

be provided on a digital flash drive and other resources would be loaded onto the Mid-

western, two-year institution’s website.  The researcher, through consultation with and 

online research of specific, local, four-year institutions would create these resources. 

The final aspect of the Moving on to Completion plan would include summer 

cooperative workshops.  The summer cooperative workshops would be planned with 

specific, local, four-year institutions.  At implementation of the plan, the Mid-western, 

four-year institution that received the most transfer students from the Mid-western, two-

year institution would be targeted.  The number of four-year institutions could be scaled 

up over time.  The cooperative workshops would include the transfer student orientation 

to the four-year institution.  These workshops would be held on the campus of the four-

year institution, but would include faculty and/or staff from the Mid-western, two-year 

institution.  Only students that were transferring from the Mid-western two-year 

institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution would be included in these targeted 

transfer student orientations. 
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To improve the effectiveness of the transfer process for first-generation college 

students transferring from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-

year institution, the Moving On to Completion plan has been proposed in this paper.  The 

Moving On plan provided a partial solution to the problem of the effectiveness of the 

transfer process to complete a bachelor’s degree.  A complete solution to the problem 

would include other interventions at the Mid-western, four-year institution. 

Support for the Solution from Data Collected 
 
 The quantitative research results indicated that both the number of credit hours 

earned and the semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree after transferring using the 

statewide articulation agreement were not significantly different between first-generation 

and non-first-generation college students.  Kisker, et al. (2011) and Roksa and Keith 

(2008) agreed that credit hours earned and semesters to completion of a bachelor’s degree 

provided the most accurate method for evaluating the effectiveness of articulation 

agreements.  The evidence collected indicated that the transfer process was as effective 

for the first-generation college student as it was for the non-first-generation college 

student.  First-generation and non-first-generation students had limited or no 

understanding of the transfer policy.  Since there was no disparity between the student 

groups in the effectiveness of the transfer process, it is not recommended to alter the 

transfer policy. 

Additionally, the data displayed that there was a significant difference in the 

completion rates of first-generation college students compared to non-first-generation 

college students after transfer. However, this study did not include a longitudinal 

component relative to the factors associated with completion.  Responses relative to 
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success in the transfer process informed the creation of an intervention to increase the 

effectiveness of transfer to degree completion.  First-generation students noted that 

speaking with peers or others they had a relationship with regarding the transfer process 

was very helpful in accomplishing the steps required in the process.  Additionally, all of 

the students noted that speaking with an advisor or recruiter eased the transfer process.  

Two of the four first-generation students stated that they did not know where or how to 

find resources at the Mid-western, four-year institution despite attending the Mid-

western, two-year institution.  The institutional differences were significant enough that 

first-generation students could not apply their knowledge of institutional processes from 

one institution to the other.  Implementing Moving On to Completion could provide the 

cultural capital and habitus for first-generation students to complete a bachelor’s degree 

after transferring from the Mid-western, two-year institution. 

Existing Support Structure and Resources 

 In order to implement the Moving On to Completion plan, an examination of the 

existing structure and resources was completed.  Moving On to Completion required the 

interaction of both the academic and student affairs branches of the Mid-western two-

year institution.  The academic branch of the institution would be required to verify and 

update information on articulation agreements and course transfer to be used as resources 

for transfer students.  Additionally, the academic affairs branch would use data from the 

outcomes of the plan as part of the reporting for performance funding.  The student 

affairs branch of the institution would implement the workshop portion of the plan. 

 Implementation would begin on one campus initially.  The researcher would seek 

approval for the Moving On to Completion plan at a campus leadership team meeting.  
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Ultimately, the Vice-President of Academic Affairs and Vice-President of Student 

Affairs would have to approve the plan.  Additionally, the Vice-Chancellor of Academic 

Affairs would be contacted to determine if there were other aspects to effective transfer 

that should be addressed in order to meet the indicators related to transfer for the 

performance-funding model.  Once approved by campus leadership and supported by the 

Vice-Chancellor of Academic Affairs, the researcher would work with the Vice-President 

of Student Affairs and the student affairs team to plan for implementation.  The Vice-

President of Student Affairs holds a once-a-month meeting with the campus student 

affairs team.  The researcher would attend these meetings to present the plan and ask for 

input.  Student affairs buy-in would be acquired through conversations with stakeholders 

from each of the departments represented at the once-a-month meetings.  Student affairs 

would provide the content for the workshops as outlined in the proposed plan.  The 

resources provided on both the digital flash drive and resources that could be added to the 

transfer page of the Mid-western, two-year institution’s website would be compiled by 

the researcher and proofed by student affairs representatives.  The partner Mid-western, 

four-year institution would organize the summer cooperative workshops.  The Vice-

Presidents of Academic and Student Affairs would encourage faculty and staff from the 

Mid-western, two-year institution to sign up for volunteer times at the summer 

cooperative workshops to provide additional support to the transfer orientation from the 

Mid-western, two-year institution.  These volunteer opportunities would increase the 

number of interdependent relationships represented for student that attended the Mid-

western, two-year institution to provide familiar faces at transfer orientations for students.  

The research in this study indicated that first-generation students relied heavily on 
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interactions with others in the transfer process.  Providing familiar faces, both other 

potentially familiar student faces and faculty and staff faces, at the transfer orientation 

could improve the transfer process affecting completion of a bachelor’s degree.  

Townsend and Wilson’s (2006) study also provided evidence that this “hand holding at 

transfer” could be beneficial to students as they move from a two-year institution to a 

four-year institution. (Townsend & Wilson, 2006). 

 The financial structure of the instituion must also be considered in the 

implementation of Moving On for Completion.  The costs of the mailing, posters, digital 

flash drives, and refreshments provided at the workshops would need to be provided by 

the student affairs budget.  If the effectiveness of transfer increased, the percentage of 

money acquired from performance funding from the state of Missouri should increase, 

which would cover the costs expended by the student affairs budget and would allow the 

expansion of the plan to include more four-year institutions and other campuses of the 

Mid-western, two year institution.  Therefore, this would be a sustainable practice that 

could be scaled up to the other campuses and could provide additional state revenue if it 

is successful.  The initial outlay of funding would come from funds normally allocated 

for student programming.  Financing of the summer cooperative workshops would  be the 

responsibility of the Mid-western, four-year institution. 

 Both the human resources and the financial resources would be necessary for the 

implementation of the Moving On for Completion plan.  The human resources would 

come from student affairs as well as faculty from the academic branch of the Mid-

western, two-year institution.  Financial resources would intially come from student 

affairs budgets, but, if the plan were successful, additional funding for meeting 
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performance funding measures could sustain the plan and allow it to expand to both other 

campuses that are part of the Mid-western, two –year institution as well as more specific, 

local, four-year institutions.   

Policies Influenced/Influencing the Proposed Solution  

 Policies that influenced the Moving On to Completion Plan were higher-level 

national and state policies.  Several national policy-making groups, such as the Lumina 

Foundation, the College Board, and Complete College America, had national initiatives 

to promote transfer between two-year and four-year institutions to increase the number of 

bachelor’s degrees in the 2020s (Complete College America, 2014; Lee & Rawls, 2010; 

Lumina Foundation, 2013).  The state of Missouri also implemented performance-

funding measures for two-year institutions that had ties to transfer student success 

(Missouri Department of Higher Education, 2012).  The mission of the Mid-western, 

two-year institution additionally included a statement on the importance of effective 

transfer for its students.  These higher-level policies created a political atmosphere that 

encouraged the production of a plan that would encourage transfer and improve the 

transfer process for student success after transfer, including bachelor’s degree 

completion. 

Potential Barriers and Obstacles to Proposed Solution 

 The simplicity of the Moving On to Completion plan decreased the number of 

potential barriers and obstacles that could prevent implementation.  Four potential types 

of barriers could occur upon implementation.  Buy-in from both the student affairs and 

academic affairs branches could provide a barrier to implementation.  Since providing 

student workshops was a normative function of the student affairs branch, this barrier was 
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considered very small.  It would be important to emphasize the state performance-

funding model to each of the constituent groups to clarify the value of the plan and its 

relation to the mission of the Mid-western, two-year institution.   

 The second perceived barrier would be a financial barrier.  The mailing, digital 

flash drives, and refreshments at workshops would create a significant cost.  If the plan 

were effective, however, these costs would be mitigated by money received through 

meeting performance-funding measures. 

 Faculty attendance at the summer cooperative workshops could provide another 

barrier to implementation of the plan.  Faculty are not under contract in the summer and 

may not be available to participate in the summer workshops.  Advance notice of the 

workshop opportunities as well as administrative support of the workshops could 

influence attendance at the workshops. 

Finally, the fourth perceived barrier was buy-in from the Mid-western, four-year 

institution.  This perceived barrier is more difficult to control because it is outside the 

purview of the Mid-western, two-year institution.  This barrier required building a 

stronger relationship with the Mid-western, four-year institution.  Upon initial 

implementation with the Mid-western, four-year institution, this barrier could be 

overcome by appointing a campus representative to contact this institution to build a 

relationship to implement the plan.  When scaling this plan up at the Mid-western, two-

year institution, it would be more beneficial to have a district-wide leader appointed to 

maintain and create stronger relationships with four-year institutions as well as to manage 

the various aspects of transfer, such as articulation agreements, workshops, and 

evaluation of data concerning transfer. 
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Change Theory 

 An analysis of the Mid-western, two-year institution was performed using the 

Burke-Litwin Causal Model (Cawsey, Deszca, & Ingols, 2012) seen in Figure 3.  This 

analysis did not include any examination of the Mid-western, four-year institution due to 

the fact that they are out of the leadership purview of the researcher.  The focal point of 

change in this study was the Mid-western, two-year institution. 

The focus of this study was to examine the effectiveness of the statewide 

articulation agreement for first-generation college students as they transferred from the 

Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution after 

completing the 42 credit hour block of general education coursework at the Mid-western, 

two-year institution.  Students that transferred and completed their bachelor’s degrees 

would be more qualified to fill the needs of the workforce according to Carnevale, et al. 

(2010).  This study found that although the transfer process was similarly effective for 

first-generation and non-first-generation students, the completion of a bachelor’s degree 

differed significantly between these two groups.  

 A decline in enrollment had caused the Mid-western, two-year institution to 

become more sensitive to student persistence and completion, otherwise defined as 

student success.  A new chancellor with a transformational leadership style was recently 

hired to lead the institution through the challenges posed by the external environment.  

His leadership instilled a culture of innovation and assessment pertaining to student 

success. Structural reorganization was going on at every level in in both student affairs 

and academic affairs.  These reorganizations of the structure of the organization had led 

to a high degree of uncertainty.  The high level of uncertainty within the organization and  
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Figure 3.  Burke-Litwin Analysis (Cawsey, et al., 2012) 
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the unrest in the external environment due to social injustices described earlier created an 

atmosphere of motivation to change for both students and the institution. The Mid-

western, two-year institution was motivated to increase student success to validate its 

mission, which was used as a measure for state performance funding.  Changes in student 

success could lead to change in the external environment.  

Internal/External Issues Related to Proposed Solution 
   
 The Burke-Litwin analysis (Figure 3) indicated that the institutional environment 

was primed for transformational change to occur.  Internal challenges to the Moving On 

to Completion Plan included a high degree of uncertainty due to reorganization.  This 

uncertainty had the potential to prevent internal stakeholder buy-in.  The leadership by 

the chancellor and the culture of innovation, assessment, and focus on student success 

could override the uncertainty created by the reorganizations. 

 The challenges created by the external environment provided an impetus for 

change to occur.  Increased transfer success that led to bachelor’s degree attainment 

would benefit the socio-economic structure of the external environment and could 

decrease economic disparities that were tied to social unrest as described earlier.  

Increased student transfer success that led to bachelor’s degree completion would also 

increase the qualified number of workers to meet the workforce needs of the external 

environment. 

 Implementation of Solution Processes and Considerations 

 Minor changes to student programming would need to occur to implement the 

Moving On to Completion Plan.  Financing mailings, digital flash drive purchases, and 

refreshments at workshops would also need to be considered.  The financial 
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considerations could decrease with time if the Mid-western, two-year institution 

measured increased effectiveness in the transfer process leading to increased performance 

funding revenue from the state of Missouri.  The implementation of the Moving On to 

Completion plan also required increased communication with the Mid-western, four-year 

institution to more fully implement the plan.  

Roles and Responsibilities of Key Players in Implementation 

The roles and the responsibilities of key players in the implementation process 

were divided into key players from the Mid-western, two-year institution and key players 

from the Mid-western, four-year institution. 

Key players from the Mid-western, two-year institution 

The key players at the Mid-western, two-year institution included administrators 

from academic affairs and student affairs at both the campus level and the district level as 

well as faculty and student affairs staff at the campus level.  The Vice Chancellor of 

Student Affairs (VCSA) is the chief student affairs officer at the Mid-western, two-year 

institution.  The role this individual would play in the implementation of the Moving On 

to Completion plan would include approval and reinforcement of the need for the plan.   

The campus administrative leadership would include the Vice-President of 

Academic Affairs and the Vice-President of Student Affairs, as well as the rest of the 

campus leadership team, including deans.  The campus leadership would need to agree 

that effective transfer was a priority for the campus.  The campus leadership would 

promote the plan through approval of both human and financial resources for 

implementation of the plan.   
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The Vice-President of Student Affairs would direct the staff of the student affairs 

branch of the campus in their involvement with the Moving On to Completion Plan.  

These human resources would be responsible for planning the content of the workshops 

and administering the workshops.  They would also be responsible for administering 

assessments related to the workshops. 

At implementation, the researcher would also play a key internal role by 

determining resources to provide to students.  The researcher would also be responsible 

for evaluation of the plan.  Once the plan was scaled to the district level, this role should 

be reassigned to a district-level person with responsibilities for transfer to four-year 

institutions. 

Lastly, faculty and staff would be key players in implementation.  Faculty and 

staff volunteers would be needed for the summer cooperative workshops.  Advance 

notice and encouragement from campus leadership would be important for faculty 

participation in the summer cooperative workshops. 

Key players from the Mid-western, four-year institution 

The key players at the Mid-western, four-year institution included administration 

and the student affairs branch from this institution.  The Director of Community College 

Relations would provide the appropriate contacts at the Mid-western, four-year institution 

for proposal of the Moving On to Completion Plan.  The Director of Community College 

Relations would be a facilitator of communication between the two institutions. 

The student affairs offices at the Mid-western, four-year institution would be 

responsible for gaining the appropriate approvals as well as preparation and coordination 

of the summer cooperative workshops.  They would work with the Mid-western, two-



EFFECTIVENESS OF ARTICULATION AGREEMENTS  105 

year institution to identify transfer students coming to their institution from the Mid-

western, two-year institution.  Additionally, they would assess the summer cooperative 

workshops. 

Leader’s Role in Implementing Proposed Solution 
 
 The leader’s role in the implementation of the Moving On to Completion plan 

would include communicating the need for the plan to administration at both the Mid-

western, two-year institution and the Mid-western, four-year institution.  According to 

Burke (2011), one of the first steps in creating change is communicating the need for 

change.  Communication of the need for the Moving On to Completion plan to internal 

and external stakeholders would include data from this study on the effectiveness of the 

statewide articulation agreement for first-generation students transferring from the Mid-

western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-year institution.  The 

communication of change should include not only the study results, but also the Missouri 

state Blueprint for Higher Education draft document (Missouri Department of Higher 

Education, 2015).  This document outlined the goals for the state of Missouri regarding 

increasing degree completion rates. 

 After communicating the need, meeting with the leadership team at the 

implementing campus of the Mid-western, two year institution for approval of resources 

would be necessary.  Input regarding the plan would be encouraged to increase the 

applicability of the plan and provide further buy-in from these key stakeholders.    Once 

approved by the campus leadership, communication at the student affairs monthly 

meeting should occur.  Again, as the plan is proposed to this group, input should occur to 

increase applicability of the plan as well as buy-in.  Once buy-in is obtained, the leader 
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would work with the Vice-President of Student Affairs to assign tasks at the Mid-

western, two-year institution. 

 The leader would also be responsible for contacting the Director of Community 

College Relations at the Mid-western, four-year institution to determine key stakeholders 

at that institution.  Once those key stakeholders were identified, the leader would 

organize a meeting to discuss the proposed plan with these key stakeholders.  Input 

regarding the plan would be sought from this group of stakeholders as well to increase 

applicability of the plan as well as stakeholder buy-in. 

 Once approval occurred at the Mid-western, four-year institution for 

implementation of the plan, representatives from both institutions’ student affairs offices 

would be identified to maintain communication for planning purposes.  The 

communications representatives would report to the leader for leadership planning 

purposes. 

 The leader would also create resources for the students and encourage faculty and 

staff participation in the summer cooperative workshops.  Resource creation would occur 

with input from both internal and external stakeholders.  Encouragement of the faculty 

and staff participation in the summer cooperative workshops would be done through early 

spring contacts with faculty and staff as well as communication to other campus leaders 

to disseminate information encouraging participation. 

Assessment of the Plan 

 Assessment of the implementation of the plan should occur at several levels.  The 

assessment of the effectiveness of the plan from the student perspective could be 

determined using data on bachelor’s degree completion of the transfer students from the 
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Mid-western, two-year institution that transferred to the Mid-western, four-year 

institution.  This data would be collected from the Mid-western, four-year institution’s 

Institutional Research office.  The desired outcome for the implementation of the plan 

would be increased bachelor’s degree completion.  Additionally, the Mid-western, four-

year institution, to enhance the quantitative data collected from the databases, could 

administer interviews or surveys at graduation to determine the influence of the plan on 

bachelor’s degree completion.  The surveys would be shared with the Mid-western, two-

year institution.  This assessment data would provide evidence to make changes to 

enhance student outcomes. 

 Finally, assessment of the workshops would occur at the end of each workshop.  

Assessment would include assessing the appropriateness of the facilities, the knowledge 

gained from the topics, and the perceptions surrounding the involvement of faculty and 

staff.  Assessing each of these areas would provide evidence for necessary changes in 

future workshops. 

Convincing Others to Support The Proposed Solution 

 The Moving On to Completion plan was a proposed solution that would require 

the interaction of both the Mid-western, two-year institution as well as the Mid-western, 

four-year institution as they worked with transfer students. This plan was proposed as one 

way to increase the effectiveness of the effectiveness of the statewide articulation 

agreement in the transfer process for increased bachelor’s degree completion.  This plan 

was aligned with national and state policies as well as with evidence from this study to 

support the importance of the plan for both institutions.  The state policy, in particular, 

holds leverage with stakeholders due to its attachment to critical funding.  Additional 
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evidence from the literature would also be used to validate the type of plan proposed.  

One example of this type of evidence is a published research paper by the University of 

Virginia about a Summer Transfer Transition Program that they implemented as part of a 

plan to help transfer students adjust to their institution (Miller & Durham, 2014).  

Another source of evidence was another research article that implicated handholding in 

the transfer process as a successful practice (Townsend & Wilson, K., 2006). 

 Each constituent group would be provided with documentation of these policies 

and evidence from this study as well as other studies supporting the need for more 

effective transfer processes that included recognition of the social factors that appeared to 

be linked to effectiveness in the transfer process.  As assessment data is collected upon 

implementation of the plan, the data would be shared between the institutions to increase 

support from all constituents. Assessment data at the Mid-western, two-year institution 

would be used to determine scalability of the plan to the district level. 

Critical Pieces Needed for Implementation and Assessment 

 Not only would it be important to increase buy-in from key internal players in the 

implementation of the Moving On to Completion plan, it would also be important to 

organize internal human and financial resources. Additionally, buy-in at the Mid-western, 

four-year institution would be required to completely implement the plan. 

 Since the Mid-western, two-year institution already conducts student workshops 

each spring, implementation of the plan would not require many additional human 

resources.  The creation of new programming would utilize human resources already in 

place. Student affairs buy-in to create new programming would be critical to the success 

of the plan.  Faculty and staff volunteers for the cooperative summer workshops would be 
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critical to implementation because they comprise some of the interdependent social 

relationships created at the Mid-western, two-year institution by first-generation students.  

Although, this plan does not require additional faculty or staff, the contractual period for 

faculty does not include summer.  The importance, particularly of faculty buy-in, is 

critical to their participation.  Providing communication regarding the national and state 

policies as well as research data could increase faculty buy-in regarding the plan. 

 Initially, funding for the plan would be a critical factor to implementation. If the 

plan were effective, performance-funding revenue would be used to scale the plan to the 

district level.  Funding would initially need to b approved by the Vice-President of 

Academic Affairs and the Vice-President of Student Affairs at the implementing campus.  

Their approval would be based on funds availability or reallocation of funds and the 

presence of measurable outcomes related to the institution’s mission.  Since the plan was 

proposed in alignment with institutional mission, buy-in would potentially be based on 

credible and measurable outcomes.  The measurable outcomes in this plan could take two 

or more years to be appreciated, since successful transfer according to this plan is 

measured in increased bachelor’s degree attainment.  Qualitative surveys and interviews 

regarding the perceptions and experiences of first-generation transfer students would 

provide measurable assessment of the plan until quantitative data was obtained. 

Internal and External Implications for the Organization  
 
 There were both internal and external implications for the Mid-western, two-year 

institution with the implementation of the Moving On to Completion plan.  The internal 

implications included new student programming at one campus of the Mid-western, two-

year institution to include workshops for transfer students.  A stronger focus on transfer 
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as a mission of the Mid-western, two-year institution would need to occur to scale up the 

plan to the district level.  Additionally, continuous improvement of the transfer process 

would be assessed using both quantitative data regarding bachelor’s degree completion 

after transfer and qualitative data on the perceptions and experiences of transfer students. 

This stronger focus on transfer could translate into better alignment of coursework within 

the institution regarding transfer degree programs. 

 External implications of the Moving On to Completion plan included stronger 

relations between the Mid-western, two-year institution and the Mid-western, four-year 

institution.  Stronger relations could form the framework for a more highly aligned higher 

educational system in the state of Missouri.  Providing a highly aligned system would 

have the potential to further increase the number of graduates with a bachelor’s degree to 

benefit the needs of the workforce.  A highly aligned system could also positively 

influence the perceptions of potential students and their parents or guardians about the 

value of the Mid-western, two-year institution’s transfer degree programs.  These positive 

perceptions about the alignment of the transfer degree programs could translate into 

increased enrollment. 

Implications and Considerations for Leaders Facing Implementation of Proposed  
 
Solution 
 
 The leader implementing the Moving On to Completion plan at one campus of the 

Mid-western, two-year institution should consider the financial outlay of funds for the 

plan as well as revenue created through performance-funding increases if the plan is 

effective in increasing transfer success.  The leader should also consider assessment of 

the plan, bachelor’s degree completion rates, and enrollment data.  Finally, the leader 
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should consider the proposal of a district-wide transfer director should the plan be 

successful. 

 The initial financial costs would be covered through campus budgets to provide 

implementation of the plan at the campus level.  If the plan increased successful transfer 

of students, revenue from increased performance funding could offset the cost as the plan 

is proposed at the district level.  The leader must maintain accurate records on all 

expenditures to provide evidence for the cost of district level implementation. 

 As the leader collects data on assessment of the plan, bachelor’s degree 

completion and enrollment, this data should be used to increase the effectiveness of the 

plan.  Strategic planning around the assessment data could improve processes that are 

part of the plan.  Additionally, the leader could use the data to enhance the relationship 

with the Mid-western, four-year institution. 

 Finally, it would be important for the leader to consider how the plan could be led 

at the district level if it is successful.  This might include the recommendation to the 

Vice-Chancellor of Academic Affairs and the Vice-Chancellor of Student Affairs that a 

district level transfer director be hired.  This director would oversee the plan and all 

aspects of transfer to four-year institutions, including articulation agreements.  He or she 

would be responsible for providing measurable outcomes regarding transfer of students 

from the Mid-western, two-year institution.  The position would align with college 

mission and state policy requirements.  

Evaluation Cycle  

 Once implementation of the Moving On to Completion plan had occurred, the 

plan should be evaluated, minimally, each academic year.  Evaluation should include 
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bachelor’s degree completion rates of transfer students to the Mid-western, four-year 

institution from the Mid-western, two-year institution as well as survey and interview 

data acquired by the Mid-western, four-year institution regarding the perceptions and 

experiences of the transfer students.  Assessment data from the workshops should also be 

evaluated for ways to improve the workshops.  Enrollment data would comprise another 

aspect of the evaluation of the plan.  Enrollment data regarding students that state that 

they intend to transfer could indicate changes in public perception regarding the transfer 

mission of the Mid-western, two-year institution.  The performance-funding data 

regarding the ability of the Mid-western, two-year institution to meet performance-

funding benchmarks as they pertain to transfer would also be assessed each year.  The 

assessment of the plan would be compiled into a document, including a summary, to be 

presented initially to campus and district level administration by the leader and then with 

the overall campus community as well as the Mid-western, four-year institution. 

Reflective Summary of the Study 

 The problem of the effectiveness of articulation agreements in the transfer of first-

generation students from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-western, four-

year institution is not just a problem of transfer, but also of retention, degree completion, 

and fulfillment of workforce needs.  Although data indicated that the transfer of credits 

using the statewide articulation agreement was effective, the number of first-generation 

students completing a bachelor’s degree after transfer was significantly less than non-

first-generation students.  The first-generation students indicated in interviews more so 

than non-first-generation students that they felt like they had to figure things out on their 

own and that there were not any resources when they transferred to the Mid-western, 
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four-year institution.  This provided insight to the researcher that although the mechanics 

of transfer were functioning at similar levels for both first-generation and non-first-

generation students, social factors also played an important role in the transfer process.  

Students need social support in the form of physical resources and relationships in order 

to more effectively transfer from the Mid-western, two-year institution to the Mid-

western, four-year institution. 

 As an interim administrator at the Mid-western, two-year institution, the 

researcher understands that there are some circumstances that first-generation students 

encounter that will prevent them from completing their bachelor’s degree after transfer.  

There are often cultural aspects of the transfer process that lead first-generation students 

to misperceptions of the resources available after transfer.  Closing these cultural gaps 

may lead to more first-generation students completing a bachelor’s degree.  Importantly, 

first-generation students also depend heavily on relationships.  Providing first-generation 

students with opportunities to interact with other transfer students before transfer in the 

socially comfortable setting including familiar faculty and staff and other students they 

may know could provide the social context for easing the transition to the Mid-western, 

four-year institution.  The researcher agrees with others such as Tierney (1999) that it is 

not acceptable to assume that first-generation students have the cultural capital and 

habitus to integrate into the culture of a four-year institution.  It is more appropriate to 

consider how their culture and perceptions may hinder transfer to a four-year institution 

and provide resources to help them to integrate more fully into the culture of a four-year 

institution.  In essence, this creates a more holistic approach to the transfer process.  

When students have these additional supports in the transfer process they could persist at 
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the four-year institution to completion of their bachelor’s degrees.  Increasing the number 

of bachelor’s degrees can fulfill workforce needs and also change the socio-economic 

status that many first-generation students have experienced.  Decreasing the economic 

disparity between individuals by increasing educational attainment is one way to prevent 

some of the significant social unrest that has occurred across the United States.   

As an educator, the researcher has enjoyed hearing from first-generation students 

that have successfully transferred to four-year institutions and completed a bachelor’s 

degree.  In many cases this has changed their lives and the lives of their family members.  

This was particularly evident when teaching at the Ferguson, Missouri campus of the 

Mid-western, two-year institution.  The change in socio-economic status provided a great 

deal of hope to many of these students.  Although the researcher is no longer in the 

classroom setting, it is very important, as an interim administrator at the Mid-western, 

two-year institution to continue to affect institutional change that will continue to help 

students fulfill their educational goals and change the economic disparity seen in the 

region where the Mid-western, two-year institution is located. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

 Despite similar effectiveness of the statewide articulation agreement in the 

transfer process for both first-generation and non-first-generation students, there were a 

number of areas that would benefit from further research to decrease the disparity in 

degree attainment after transfer.  In particular, the preparation of students for transfer at 

the two-year institution should be examined.  How many credit hours did students have 

before transfer?  Are students taking more credit hours earlier in their career that do not 

transfer and running out of funding once they transfer?  Was there a difference between 
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the number of credit hours taken at the Mid-western, two-year institution between first-

generation and non-first-generation students?   

 Students in this study also only took approximately ten credit hours per semester 

on average.  It would be beneficial to explore if this occurred due to a lack of financial 

resources.  Does the Mid-western, four-year institution have support for part-time 

students to help them reach bachelor’s degree completion? 

 Additionally, further research should include a look at what happens to students 

who transfer but do not complete.  The reasons that they do not complete should be 

explored to determine if institutional factors played a role in this situation.  Have students 

that transferred been successful at completing any type of credential if they did not attain 

a bachelor’s degree after transfer?  Ultimately, researching the effectiveness of current 

practices to ensure that these practices have been implemented in a manner that provided 

equity for those that do not have any experiences with higher education could lead to 

practices that encourage bachelor’s degree completion. 

Summary 

 In conclusion, the statewide articulation agreement between the Mid-western, 

two-year institution and the Mid-western, four-year institution did not differ significantly 

in effectiveness for first-generation and non-first-generation students that transferred.  

However, first-generation students did not complete a bachelor’s degree at the same rate 

as non-first-generation students after transfer using the articulation agreement.  First-

generation students noted that they did not know the Mid-western, four-year institution 

had the resources they might need and also indicated they had to “figure things out” on 

their own.  In order to provide a smoother transfer process, the Moving On to Completion 
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plan was developed.  The plan included a series of workshops credit hours to completion 

after transfer, that included important information and hands-on activities to promote 

successful transfer of students.  It also included physical resources provided on a digital 

flash drive as well as other digital resources that could be accessed on the Mid-western, 

two-year institution’s website.  Finally, the plan required partnering with the Mid-

western, four-year institution to create summer cooperative workshops. The plan would 

be evaluated each academic year through the analysis of assessment data from the 

workshops, bachelor’s degree completion rates, survey and interview data collected by 

the Mid-western, four-year institution, and enrollment numbers of students that state they 

intend to transfer from the Mid-western, two-year institution.  The ideal outcome from 

the implementation of this plan would include a more effective transfer process that 

increased bachelor’s degree completion rates for first-generation students that transfer.  
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Appendix A 

Interview Questions 

1. Describe how you learned what you needed to do in order to transfer from a 
community college to a four-year school. 

 
2. How did you prepare for transferring to a four-year school throughout your 

time at the community college? 
 
3. What resources did you find the most helpful with the transfer process at the 

community college? 
 

4. What resources did you find the most helpful with the transfer process at the 
four-year school? 

 
5. Are there other resources that were helpful in the transfer process? 

 
6. Describe what you understand about Missouri’s statewide transfer policy. 

 
7. Describe your experience as you transferred from the community college to 

the four-year school. 
 

8. How did what you know about the statewide transfer policy influence your 
decisions regarding preparation for transfer to the four-year school from the 
community college? 

 
Additional questions for depth and breadth to the above questions: 
Would you expound on that? 
Tell me more. 
How so? 
In what ways? 
How would you describe that in a different way? 
I would like to hear more about that. 
Would you clarify that for me? 
What was the effect of that incident? 
What were the consequences? 
What was your reaction to that behavior? 
Take me through your thought processes during that time. 
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Appendix B 

Date 
 
 
 
 
 
Dear __________________, 
 
I am a doctoral student at Creighton University and am conducting research for my 
dissertation.  The topic of my dissertation is the effectiveness of articulation agreements 
on the transfer process from a community college to a university for first-generation 
college students. 
 
In order to better understand the experiences and perceptions of students that have 
transferred from a community college to a university, I would like to interview you about 
the transfer process.  The interview will last approximately 30 minutes and will be 
scheduled according to your availability.  This study will examine your perceptions and 
experiences in an effort to produce recommendations to make the process of transfer 
work more smoothly for future students.   
 
If you would like to express your experiences and perceptions on the transfer process to 
improve the process, please contact me at jcf05423@creighton.edu.   
 
Thank you for your help! 
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Appendix C 
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Appendix D 
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