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(ABSTRACT)

With the national attention in the 1990’s on quality education and
renewed interest in the transfer function of community colleges, the
community college faces increased demands from the legislators for
educational accountability and the critics who question the two-year
college’s ability to maintain the quality of its transfer function at the
same time that it provides vocational, community, and developmental
education. Among the issues in the growing concern for transfer
education, and most significant to the future of the community college, is
the inference that the original transfer function has reemerged as a
primary determinant of community college quality. Thus, the community
college must respond to the critics and demonstrate the efficacy of its
transfer function.

To examine the influences that contribute to the high academic
achievement (GPA 3.0 or greater) of a transfer student from a Virginia
community college to Virginia Tech and determine why the high-achieving
student succeeds, the researcher utilized the qualitative research method
of naturalistic inquiry with interviews and a quantitative research method

with a questionnaire, a methodological triangulation for reliability and



validity in qualitative research.

In this research study of the two-year commuter institution,
integration into the academic system appears more important to high-
achievement than integration into the social system; moreover, the
faculty-student interaction and collegiate impact seem significantly
related to student characteristics, both findings of which are supported
in the literature. With the originally eligible and originally ineligible
more alike than different in entry characteristics, it seems probable that
the community college experience is influential for students with the
particular characteristics of those in this study.

Based on the findings in this study that the community college
experience appears to have positive influence on educational aspiration
and that the influence varies for different kinds of students, educators
must consider different types of faculty-student interaction with
different educational outcomes for different types of students--a topic of
some significance for the diverse population of the community college. In
this study of the community college with its open-door policy to expand
the opportunity for the student without academic credentials, forty
percent of these high-achievers were originally ineligible for admission
to Virginia Tech; however, the combination of their characteristics as
self-directed learners and the faculty-student interaction in the
community college environment led them to success as high-achievers not

only at the community college but also at Virginia Tech.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

National attention in the 1990’s on quality education has
rekindled interest in the transfer function of community
colleges. As early as 1979, Lombardi noted a resurgence of
concern for the transfer function. Since then, researchers,
legislators, and others have debated the issues of a growing
concern for transfer education: the growth of the vocational,
developmental, and community services (Kissler, 1980; Knoell,
1982; Lombardi, 1979); the declining percentage of community
college students who transfer (Bernstein, 1986; Cohen, 1979,
1989; Friedlander, 1980; Kintzer & Wattenbarger, 1985;
Kissler, 1982); a perceived decline in academic performance of
community college transfer students at four-year institutions
(Kissler, Lara, & Cardinal, 1981; McIntyre, 1987; Russell &
Perez, 1980); and research indicating that (after controlling
for social background, ability, motivation and other personal
factors), students starting their collegiate career at a two-
yvyear college have a smaller chance of attaining a
baccalaureate degree than do freshman at residential, four-
vear institutions (Alba & Lavin, 1981; Astin, 1977, 1982;
Breneman & Nelson, 1981b; Cohen, 1989; Karabel, 1972, 1986;

Velez, 1985).



Among these issues, in the growing concern for transfer
education, 1s the inference that the original transfer
function has reemerged as a primary determinant of community
college quality (Cohen, 1989; Cohen & Brawer, 1982; Cosand,
1979; Grubb, 1991). Indeed, sufficient evidence exists to
support such a claim. For example, Vaughan and Templin’s
(1987) examination of transfer students at Piedmont Community
College from 1978 to 1986 revealed that the transfers were
able to compete successfully with native students at the
University of Virginia, even though they were ineligible for
admission to the senior institution upon graduation from high
school, a study indicating that the community college 1is
contributing measurable educational value to students.
Moreover, in interviews of elite (high-achieving) students who
had transferred successfully from Massachusetts community
colleges to universities in the Northeast, Neumann and Riesman
{1980) found that positive aspects of the community college
experience contributed to the success of transfer students who
would not have been admitted to selective institutions as
freshmen. In addition, in a qualitative study of more than
4,000 Phi Theta Kappa inductees from 1947 to 1965, Garrett and
Schultz (1967) found that after the first two years at the
community college these honor students remained competitive
with the natives. Also, Gold’s (1967) examination of thirty-
one former Los Angeles City College students who had achieved
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honors at U.C.L.A. revealed that junior colleges provide high-
level preparation for upper-division university study, even
though three quarters of these students were ineligible for
the University upon completion of high school.

In all of these studies, the characteristics that
contributed to the high academic achievement of these
transfers as well as the value-added concept of institutional
effectiveness has remained unrecognized in research on the
community college student. For example, previous research
studies 1in outcomes analysis have compared only the
performance between community college transfers and native
students of four-year colleges and universities without
recognition of the different starting points of the two
groups. Astin (1983), however, in a discussion of the value-
added effects of education upon the student observes that "the
quality of an institution is based not on the performance
level of the students it admits, but on the changes or
improvements in performance that the institution 1is able to

effect in its students”" (p. 135).

Purpose of the Study

In this research study, the student attained high
academic achievement (3.0 or greater) at the community college
and maintained high academic achievement at Virginia Tech

during the first semester. It is the intent of the researcher
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to examine the influences that contribute to the high academic
achievement (GPA 3.0 or greater) of a transfer student from a
Virginia community college to Virginia Tech and determine why

the high-achieving student succeeds:

1) to identify the characteristics of the high-
achieving student--demographic, academic, and
personal--

2) to identify aspects of the community college

experience that influence the personal and
situational characteristics of the student and lead
him to high academic achievement, and

3) to determine what motivates the high-achieving

student toward academic success as related to the
Cross concept of motivation.

t

In the thinking of K. Patricia Cross (1981), "...there is
almost never any attempt to relate one stream of research
findings to any other...but if the wultimate goal 1is to
facilitate the learning of adults, then educators will have to
merge all these streams of research and theory" (p. 234). The
purpose of this study, therefore, is to merge the Cross theory
of motivation with the demographic, academic, and personal
factors of the student and with the influential aspects of the
community college--all of which are associated with the
academic success of community college transfers to Virginia

Tech.

Theoretical Basis for the Study

The catalyst for this study was the conceptual framework

posed by K. Patricia Cross (1981). In the framework depicted



in Figure 1, called a Chain-of-Response (COR) Model, Cross
assumes that participation in a learning activity is the
result of a chain of responses, not a single act. As in the
motivational psychology of deCharms and Muir (1978), the
continuum in Figure 1, flowing in both directions, begins with
the individual and moves to external situations.

Basically, however, the COR model relates to two kinds of
learning styles: self-directed learning implemented with
innovative approaches and organized instruction implemented
with the traditional approach. In general, educators who wish
to increase motivation in self-directed learning focus upon
individual motivations (points A through D of the COR model);
in contrast, those who wish to foster motivation in organized
instruction open up new opportunities and ferret out barriers
{point E). 1In addition, the COR model relates to four kinds
of stimuli and motivation: enhancing self-concept, influencing
attitude toward education, setting goals and expectations, and
responding to life transitions.

In an analysis of the Chain-of-Response Model, each of
the variables, personal and situational, reveals the Cross
concept. For example, regarding points A and B in Figure 1,
past research regarding self-evaluation (self-concept)
suggests that a student who lacks confidence in his own
ability will not pursue learning activities that threaten his
self-esteem and that attitudes toward education arise from

5



environmental influences. In connecting points A and B in
Figure 1, Cross submits that the student with a positive self-
concept, somewhat likened to Atkinson and Feather’s (1966)
achievement-motivated personality, will pursue challenges and
new opportunities in learning. The importance of goals and
the expectation that goals will be met-- arising from the
Locke (1969) goal-directed theory and the Vroom (1964)
expectancy-valence theory of motivation--govern the depth of
student motivation in point C: an important goal likely to be
achieved through education increases motivation whereas an
unimportant goal unlikely to be achieved decreases motivation.
In connecting point D, life transitions, to the importance and
expectation of goals, Cross cites universal changes (such as
marriage or children) and dramatic changes (such as divorce or
loss of a job) as the impetus activating a latent desire for
education, somewhat related to Havighurst's (1972) "the
teachable moment" (p. 7). Once the student is motivated
toward participation in learning at point E, opportunities and
barriers (such as financial aid or child care) play a
significant function: those intensely motivated will seek out
opportunities and overcome Dbarriers, but those weakly
motivated will abandon learning. Point F in the COR model,
information, is vital to link motivated learners to relevant
opportunities and ferret out Dbarriers from the academic

environment.



In terms of the community college and its impact upon
these high-achieving students in this study, most efforts to
lead the student toward participation begin in Figure 1 at
point A, increasing self-concept and at point E, removing the
barriers and enhancing the opportunities. As indicated with
the arrow from opportunities and barriers (E) to importance of
goals (C), the construction of opportunities and the
elimination of barriers increase the student’s expectation
that goals will be met (C) and in turn increase his
motivation. Also the arrow from participation (G) to self-
evaluation (A) and attitudes toward education (B) support
research findings that a student who has participated in
education will do so again because his enhanced self-concept
and positive attitude toward education lead him to greater
expectation of meeting his goals.

According to Cross, the purpose of the theoretical model
is to organize thinking and research, and its usefulness is to
stimulate new research and improve practice. In this
instance, the researcher will explore the influential aspect
of the community college in relation to the success of the
transfer student and its implications for increasing
participation and facilitating learning in terms of the Cross

theoretical concept.
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Hypothesis and Basic Assumptions

The hypothesis of this qualitative study 1is that
particular aspects of the community college environment
influence the high-achieving student to attain high academic
achievement at the community college and to maintain high
academic achievement during his first semester at Virginia
Tech.

The basic assumptions for a study of selected variables

associated with high academic achievement include these:

1. that the individual’s perception of himself is one
important determinant of his behavior.

2. that certain aspects of personality are measurable
and can be, to some extent, assessed by the use of
tests and other instruments.

3. that the present measures of scholastic aptitude
and achievement used by universities are reasonably
valid measures of the entering freshman’s aptitude
for college achievement.

4, That the first semester college marks are
reasonably valid measures of academic achievement.

Statement of the Problem

The wide acceptance in the 1960’s of the community
college open-door philosophy, that grants each individual the
opportunity to reach his potential, prompted the Carnegie
Commission (1971) to respond that between thirty-four and
forty-five percent of the undergraduates in the United States
would attend two-year colleges by 1980; however, Jacobson
(1991) reports that about fifty percent of all entering

9



freshmen are attending two-vear institutions in the 1990’s.
Beyond doubt, the community college has become a dominant
force in postsecondary education; however, during these past
thirty years when the junior college evolved into the
community college, evidence for at least two decades (Kintzer
& Wattenbarger, 1985) indicates a decline of the transfer
function: instead of the primary institutional mission, the
transfer function is now "one of many" (Knoell, 1982, p. 5).
Throughout the early decades of the junior college movement
until the 1960’s, transfer education carried about two-thirds
of total enrollments (Eells, 1941; Medsker, 1960); then in the
1970's the transfer enrollments shifted to forty-three percent
(Parker, 1975); again in the 1980’s, to thirty-three percent
(Cohen, 1989); and in the 1990’'s, to a record twenty-four
percent (Cohen, 1991). Moreover, Lombardi (1979) predicts
that the transfer function, no longer the major endeavor of
the community college, will not regain its dominant role as
far ahead as the year 2000. However, Mercer (1991), in
disagreement with the prediction, points out that overcrowding
on senior-college campuses and constricted budgets have
stimulated states to view the community college as a less
expensive, more attainable route to the baccalaureate,
particularly in California where legislators are considering
a policy in which students accepted in the universities would
be directed to the community college and promised reserved

10



space at the university.

It is important, therefore, to assess the threats to the
transfer function because the original function of the junior
college, to provide the first two years of undergraduate
education to students who would transfer to four-year
institutions (Thornton, 1972), was judged almost entirely upon
the success of its graduates who pursued their education at
the university (Eells, 1943). With the emphasis on the
transfer function diminishing, the preservation of a quality
transfer program is essential for the image of the community
college because most educators agree that "community colleges
were, are, and will be evaluated to a major degree upon the
success of their transfer students to the four-year colleges
and universities" (Cosand, 1979, p. 6).

Vocational Education. First, the shift towards a
vocational emphasis within the community college is a concern
to the defenders of the transfer function, the liberal arts
and general education advocates, many of whom view vocational
education as a threat to the transfer function (Jacobson,
1977) because a shift toward vocational and away from liberal
arts courses contributes to fewer students transferring to
baccalaureate degree-granting institutions (Kissler, 1982).
The enrollment growth in community college vocational courses
prompted Lombardi (1979) to predict that vocational courses
would increase to about fifty percent of the total enrollment,

11



a trend revealed much earlier in Eells’ (1941) observation
that vocational education was the "most significant aspect of
the rapidly spreading junior college movement'" (p. vi). With
Congress and State legislators’ generous appropriations and
specified policies, the high unemployment among the college
graduates during the early 1970’s, and the proliferation of
articles celebrating the "overeducated American," the
development of vocational education became a reality. As
wages for service trades increased and student perceptions of
the value of the baccalaureate changed (Knoell, 1982), student
enrollments in vocational education rose from thirteen percent
in 1965, to approximately thirty percent in 1970, to nearly
fifty percent in 1976 (Brawer & Friedlander, 1979), and to an
excess of sixty percent in 1980 (Kissler, 1982). Moreover, as
the enrollment patterns shift in the second half of the
1990's, forcing more students from the four-year institutions
and into the community colleges, Jacobson (1991) foresees that
the demand to provide developmental education will increase
for students who receive a 1limited vocational education.
However, Lombardi (1979) advocates that the transfer function
faces a greater threat +than the growth 1in vocational
education--the community education movement.

Community Education. Defined as adult education,
lifelong learning, and community services or '"service,

recreational, and cultural programs that are not part of an
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academic program" (AACJC, 1980, p. 2), community education
constitutes fifty-nine percent of the community college
enrollment with a faster rate of growth than either vocational
or transfer education (Lombardi, 1979). Confronted with
declining enrollments of traditional students during the next
two decades, the community college could be forced to shift
its resources away from transfer education towards community
education as it competes for students, a concept welcomed with
some educators. For example, both Gleazer (1980) and McCabe
(1979) envision the community college with a lifelong learning
function, not a transfer function; however, defenders of the
transfer function see a threat to the community college with
the association of transfer and community service programs
because taxpayers and legislators consider courses in "belly
dancing and fly tying" as less than academic (Breneman &
Nelson, 198la, p. 25).

Developmental Education. Not only the vocational and
community service programs but also the developmental programs
concern the defenders of the transfer function, who advocate
that converging the developmental with the academic weakens
the transfer curriculum. For example, concentration upon the
underachiever leads to the recruitment of low-ability students
and reduction in the institutional status, a double selection
process, which produces a detrimental effect on both high
aptitude students who, '"discouraged by large numbers of slow

13



learners, gravitate toward other colleges in the same district
or out of the community colleges entirely" (Cohen & Lombardi
1979, p. 26), and the instructor who "may find it difficult to
keep the content of the course and the nature of the
assignments at a baccalaureate-equivalent level" (Kissler,
1982, p. 21) when transfer students are outnumbered in the
total enrollment in the course. In addition, research studies
of course offerings for transfers in humanities (Friedlander,
1979a), science (Brawer & Friedlander, 1979), and social
science (Friedlander, 1979b) reveal few courses beyond the
general introductory survey course, which inevitably leads to
the loss of high aptitude students and reduction in the
viability of transfer programs. Moreover, in Cohen’s (1979)
view the community college cannot afford developmental
education because of its negative image with legislators as
"an element in the welfare system" (p. 104); but developmental
studies, now the third major function of the community
college, account for as much as one-third of the instructional
budget (Cohen, 1989),

Declining Enrollments. Although the dramatic shift
within the community college towards vocational, community
services, and developmental education convey profound
implications, some critics see the most decisive threat to the
community college transfer function in declining enrollments.
Instead of the primary institutional responsibility of the
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1960’s, Knoell (1982) sees the transfer function as "one of
many tasks" (p. 5) performed by community colleges. Moreover,
the Cosand (1979) assertion that higher education is a
declining industry, past its initial period of growth from
1946 through 1976, which finds itself in a climate where
colleges of all types '"prostitute themselves by enrolling
bodies in order to maintain enrollments" (p. 2), was supported
with the Carnegie Council prediction that the eighteen to
twenty-four age group would decline twenty-three percent by
1997 (Lombardi, 1979). The impact of declining enrollments
upon the community college transfer function, compounded by
taxpayer revolts and competition for funding, has resulted not
only in state legislatures reassessing educational priorities
and scrutinizing the decreasing percentage of community
college transfers to four-year institutions but also in four-
vear 1institutions competing with community colleges for
transfer students.

Decline in Performance of Transfers. However, others
view the decline in the performance of transfer students,
verified in the Kissler (1980) report of retention and
transfer at the University of California, as the ominous
nuance to the transfer function. Although Bird (1956)
concluded, in a summary of national studies dating from 1928
through 1954, that "junior college transfers make records
approximately the same as those made by transfers from four-
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vear colleges and by native students, sometimes excelling
slightly and sometimes being slightly excelled by the other
groups”" (p. 85), Knoell and Medsker’s (1965) landmark report
cast the first doubt on the academic performance of transfers
with their observation that the performance of 7,000 transfers
suffered a GPA reduction during the first semester after
transfer (a phenomenon known as transfer shock) and a
cumulative GPA below the native students at the senior
institution. Moreover, Knoell and Medsker’s findings fostered
the support of Hills (1965) who maintained that, in addition
to transfer shock and cumulative GPA’s below native students,
transfer students suffered higher attrition rates, required
longer time to graduate, and incurred more difficulty 1in
quantitative studies than the native students. In addition,
the Anderson (1977) study found that community college
transfers at the University of Illinois earned lower GPA’s
than the native juniors, even though the community college
transfers entered the University with equivalent grade
averages; and the Kissler, Lara, and Cardinal (1981) study
indicated that the University of California native students
earned higher upper-division GPA’s with less potential for
probation and attrition and greater rates for graduation than
the community college transfers. However, even though Kissler
(1980) agreed that a decline in academic performance existed
for community college transfers, Kissler, et al (1981) also
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found reasons for the declining academic performance of
community college transfers: differences in levels of ability
and motivation of students, differences in the types of
institutions, differences in competition and grading policies,
differences in curriculum and pedagogy, and problems of social
integration. Nevertheless, the significance to the transfer
function from all these studies of declining performance is
that 1if the state legislatures lose confidence 1in the
community colleges and cut the budgets and if the parents lose
confidence and send the best students to four-year
institutions, the quality of the transfer programs will be
reduced, a far-reaching threat to the transfer function.
Negative Effect Upon Baccalaureate Attainment. And
finally, some evidence exists to suggest that after
controlling for social background, ability, motivation, and
other personal factors, students starting their collegiate
career at a two-year college have a smaller chance of
attaining a baccalaureate degree than do freshman at
residential, four-year institutions. For example, Astin
(1977) discovered that "attending a public or private two-year
college substantially reduces the student’s chances of
persisting” (p. 109) to graduation and that "this negative
effect is particularly strong among high ability students"
(p. 109). Since Astin’s national study, numerous studies
support his thesis: Alba & Lavin (1981), Anderson (1981),
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Breneman & Nelson (1981b), Karabel (1986), and Velez (1985).
As Dougherty (1987) summarized, the net differences in
bachelor’s degree attainment among those first entering two-
year or four-year institutions range from eleven percent to
over eighteen percent in favor of the four-year institution.
However, Cohen (1989) rebuts the observation, that students
attending community colleges are less likely to attain the
baccalaureate degree within four or five years, with his
criticism of two-year institutional policies, '"one in which
prerequisites to courses are not enforced and in which student
progress toward program completion is not monitored" (p. 1).
Nevertheless, all five threats, particularly this one, could
lead to questionable policy recommendations or self-fulfilling
prophesies, such as the recommendation that community colleges
enroll fewer transfer students and concentrate on career and
community education (Breneman & Nelson, 1981b) and the
tendency for students to enroll in the University rather than
the community college (McIntyre, 1987).

A Multitude of Small Causes. While these threats
represent the magnitude of explanations for the decline in the
transfer function, Grubb (1991) attributes the causes to
"death by a thousand cuts" (p. 212), a multitude of small
causes: changing demographic characteristics of students,
declining achievement in high school, the disintegration of
career counseling in the high school, an escalation of

18



"experimenters" in community colleges, the decreased emphasis
upon the associate degree as a route to transfer, an expansion
in "milling around" in postsecondary education, and a
reduction in federal aid. Each of these causes, "death by a
thousand cuts," interacting with the major causes, exacerbates
the problems and increases the threat +to the transfer
function.

Community colleges, responding to these threats to the
transfer function, have renewed the emphasis on quality with
growing numbers of community college honors programs. These
programs not only attract academically capable students to the
two-year college and '"direct and motivate students toward

successful transfer" (Transfer, Honors, and Excellence, 1982,

p. 1) but also improve the overall quality of the academic
program in terms of curriculum and emphasis on excellence.
For example, the "Emphasis on Excellence" program at Miami-
Dade Community College serves to "address the continuing need
for high quality programs during the first two years of

college" (Emphasis on Excellence, 1980, p. 1). Thus, the

current movement to provide quality education as well as
equitable access resulted in the community college serving
academically talented students and identifying and assisting

transfer students in reaching their goals (Identifying and

Assisting Transfer Students, 1982). With the emphasis on

high-achieving transfers, the community college not only
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