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Project Overview
There is a need to increase the number of students 
nationally who earn degrees and certificates. The 
Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board 
(THECB) reported the state of Texas will need 
“approximately 60 percent of 25- to 34-year-
olds to hold a quality certificate or degree by 
2030” in order to remain globally competitive 
(THECB, 2015, p. 2). The problem is a high 
school diploma is not a guarantee that a student 
will be college-ready (Strong American Schools, 
2008). As many as 40% of college and university 
students nationally (Adams, 2012; Mitchell, 
2014) and 77,000 students within the state of 
Texas (Complete College America, 2013) are 
placed into developmental courses. Many of 
these students fail to complete developmental 
course sequences and persist to graduation
(Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2010; Levin & 
Calacagno, 2008). This requires that colleges 
and universities explore ways to better support 
students who are academically underprepared 
for college.

First-year seminars can provide students with 
academic and social support, which are 
important components of student retention 
(Tinto, 1993).  

These seminars can also be paired with 
academic courses to support student learning 
in the classroom. A concern is that these 
seminars are not always available in an 
online format, which is increasingly important 
given the growth in online courses and 
degree programs. The purpose of this project 
was to create a first-year seminar that could 
be delivered in an online format and paired 
with developmental mathematics to improve 
pass rates and completion of gateway 
courses. This paper summarizes the results 
from the first year of a multi-year project to 
develop this online FYE course and assess its 
effects.  

Methodological Approach
This project leveraged curriculum from the 
Frameworks for Mathematics and Collegiate 
Learning course. Frameworks is a college-
level student success course developed in 
2013 by the Charles A. Dana Center at The 
University of Texas with support from Greater 
Texas Foundation and Achieving the Dream 
(Charles A. Dana Center, 2014). 
Frameworks uses learning theory to support 
students’ development of the mindset, skills, 
and behaviors necessary for success in their 
courses and in their careers. 

because it is intuitively located and 
labeled. A score of 1 indicates that most 
information is unavailable or cannot be 
found within a few minutes of searching 
and browsing. We also interviewed 26 
transfer-related personnel from 18 colleges 
in our sample. In one-hour, semi-structured 
telephone interviews we spoke to staff 
members about the information offered to 
students to help them navigate transfer, 
including how they perceive their college’s 
online transfer information.

Key Findings
Together, each component of our analysis 
illuminated the logic behind several trends 
related to barriers in the transfer process 
due to information constraints and informa-
tion overload. We highlight where the two 
methods of inquiry reveal competing 
narratives between the perceptions of staff 
and the reality of their online information 
and interpret the potential impact of those 
discrepancies. Overall, the following 
themes emerged:
• Deficient ease of access and navigability 
of online information. Half of the communi-
ty colleges in our sample fell below the 
standards our rubric proposes to ensure 
that students can locate and understand 
transfer options and requirements. Many 
community college staff members acknowl-
edge the difficulty even they have in 
locating transfer information that is 
complete and up to date. 
• Reliance on university webpages. Of 
those community colleges who provide 
online information, the vast majority rely 
heavily on 4-year institutions to generate, 
disseminate, and update that information. 
Community colleges act as curators of 
online transfer information, linking to the 
websites of common transfer destinations 
and/or regional 4-year institutions. When 
universities fail to update their publicly 
available information, community college 

staff members note that professional 
networks are often the only means of 
accessing accurate transfer requirements to 
offer to students.
• Skepticism over online information as a 
solution. Many administrators perceived that 
students do not take advantage of online 
information, even at colleges that offer very 
accessible and navigable transfer informa-
tion. This observation made administrators 
more likely to note the importance of 
face-to-face advising as the primary source 
of transfer information or, at the least, to 
prompt students to examine online transfer 
information.

Implications for Policy and Practice
Colleges that provide accessible and 
navigable transfer information enable all 
students access to the requirements for 
transfer. The findings from our website 
review support Rosenbaum et al.’s (2007) 
description of a “hidden curriculum” of 
transfer. Among the colleges in our sample, 
half failed to meet the highest rating for 
either ease of access and navigability of 
online transfer information, which suggests 
there is quite a bit of work to do to improve 
the dissemination of transfer information. 
One of the 20 colleges failed to post any 
transfer information, and several others 
offered transfer webpages that were riddled 
with broken links and out-of-date informa-
tion. For the most part, personnel who 
participated in our study recognized the 
strengths and limitations of their online 
information, though several felt that online 
information was not as promising an 
intervention as face-to-face advising. To 
assuage concerns regarding inadequacies 
of online content and improve online 
transfer information, institutions might use 
the framework provided by our rubric to 
guide their assessment of online transfer 
information provided to students.
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Project Aims
Nationally, 80% of first-time community 
college entrants aspire to earn a bache-
lor’s degree, but only a quarter transfer to 
a bachelor’s-degree-granting institution 
within 6 years (Horn & Skomsvold, 2011; 
Shapiro, Dundar, Wakhungu, Yuan, & 
Harrell, 2015). Transfer patterns in Texas 
mirror those across the nation (THECB, 
2014). While there are a variety of 
explanations for the faulty transfer 
function, stakeholders in higher education 
acknowledge the challenges posed by 
bureaucratic hurdles, complex and 
opaque information, and inadequate 
support services to navigate transfer. 

Recent research highlights the increasingly 
important role that online information 
plays in helping students navigate college 
(GAO, 2017; Jaggars & Fletcher, 2014; 
Margolin, Miller, & Rosenbaum, 2013). 
This paper examines the online transfer 
information that colleges offer to 
students as they navigate the bureaucratic 
hurdles and coursework that must be 
traversed in order to achieve important 
milestones at a community college. We 

examined the online transfer informa-
tion on 20 Texas community college 
websites. We assessed the ease of 
access and navigability of the informa-
tion provided and spoke to key transfer 
personnel about how they provide 
transfer information to their students, 
including questions regarding their 
interpretation of the ease with which 
students can find that information 
through their college’s website.

Methodological Approach
We selected 20 community colleges 
using measures of transfer success 
based on data from the National 
Student Clearinghouse to ensure 
adequate variation based on institution-
al performance on transfer outcomes. 
We reviewed the websites of each of 
the colleges in the sample, coding the 
ease of access and navigability of 
transfer information based on a 5-point 
scale. For example, the highest score of 
a 5 on the “ease of access” rubric 
indicates that students can locate the 
online transfer information easily within 
their first visit to the college website 

Frameworks was reconceived for a digital 
learning space in this project using instructional 
designers and faculty development specialists at 
Sam Houston State University. 

In fall 2018, all students placed into a traditional 
developmental mathematics course were invited 
to participate in the online Math Frameworks 
Learning Community. Participants and non-
participants were evaluated on completion of a 
developmental mathematics course and 
enrollment in a college-level mathematics course 
the following semester. Students also 
participated in a qualitative study about how 
their educational needs were met or unmet by 
participating in the online course. A constant 
comparison analysis was used to code data into 
themes.  

Key Findings
Students who co-enrolled in the Math 
Frameworks Learning Community were more 
likely than their peers to pass their 
developmental mathematics course at the end of 
the fall 2018 semester (χ^2 [1] = 4.24, p = .04).  
Further, all students in the learning community 
immediately enrolled in a college-level math 
course in the following spring semester. This is 
important because delayed enrollment in 
college-level mathematics can negatively affect 
student success. Coded transcripts from student 
interviews revealed five main themes about how 
their educational needs were met by taking the 
course. These themes included (a) university 
integration and support, (b) personal motivation 
and challenges, and (c) academic confidence 
and competency. Students wanted skills that 
would help them succeed in their courses. Each 
of the participants discussed personal deficits in 
subject matter, procrastination, time 
management, and communication they hoped to 
address and rectify through the learning 
community. Participants expressed an increased 
level of confidence and competency in these 
areas because of the learning community. 

Implications for Policy and Practice
Findings from this study reaffirm the value of 
first-year seminars to support skill 
development as well as the ability to maintain 
that value in an online context. The following 
recommendations are offered for policy and 
practice.

•Learning communities for students placed
into developmental mathematics can support
persistence in these courses. This is important
given concerns about the retention and
degree completion of students placed into
developmental education. It is not clear if
corequisite models provide the same level of
academic support for these students. This
needs to be explored, particularly as states
revise policies on developmental course
placement.

•Online courses, when implemented
properly, can create opportunities for
academic and social skill development of
diverse learners. Online courses are not
bound by the same physical space needs
and requirements. This may help to support
other types of academic partnerships.

•Institutions must carefully consider the
feasibility of developing quality online
courses.  Online courses require more time
and effort compared to traditional face-to-
face courses (Li & Irby, 2008). Adequate
resources to support online learning may not
be available at all institutions even when
student demand for these courses exists.

•Institutions should consider how they
provide academic support for online students.
These services must also be available online
and during hours that are accessible to
students without physical access to campus.




