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Project Aims
Success in post-secondary education has become a 
gateway for economic and social mobility in the U.S, 
yet many students leave high school under-prepared 
for college-level coursework—especially in 
mathematics. Students who are not ready for college-
level coursework are referred to or required to take 
developmental classes. However, studies have shown 
that developmental coursework requirements, which 
serve as pre-requisites to credit-bearing courses, may 
actually hinder credit and degree completion.

State-level policy makers and institutions of higher 
education are adopting a variety of policy responses 
to address under-preparation of students for college-
level course-work. One avenue of intervention is to 
offer college preparatory courses in high school that 
focus on the transition from high school to college-level 
coursework. Texas is now pursuing this strategy, 
following implementation of Texas House Bill 5 (HB5) 
from the 2013 legislative session. Specifically, 
following HB5, school districts are now required to 
offer college preparatory courses for students not 
meeting college readiness standards by the end of their 
third year in high school. 

The Charles A. Dana Center developed the Transition 
to College Mathematics Course (TCMC) as a model 
college preparatory math course, aligned with the 
goals and requirements of HB5. TCMC differs from 
conventional remedial math courses in several ways, 
including that it (1) provides content covering a broad 
range of mathematical skills; (2) utilizes novel 

materials and instructional strategies; (3) 
incorporates richly contextualized applications; 
and (4) aims to help students develop self-
regulated learning strategies. Furthermore, the 
course content aligns with the Mathematics 
Pathways framework adopted by many Texas 
higher education institutions, and thus provides a 
coherent sequence of work across the transition 
from high school to higher education. 

TCMC was offered in nine districts across central 
Texas during the 2016-17 school year and has 
subsequently been expanded to over thirty districts. 
As the course is more broadly adopted, it is 
important to evaluate its effects on students’ success 
in post-secondary education. We therefore sought 
to evaluate the impacts of participating in TCMC 
on students’ progression into higher education. This 
report describes our findings from the first year of 
implementation.

Methodology
We used statewide longitudinal data collected by 
the Texas Education Agency (TEA) and the Texas 
Higher Education Coordinating Board (THECB), 
accessed through the University of Texas Education 
Research Center. We identified students who took 
TCMC during the 2016-17 school year in eight 
districts in central Texas. To evaluate the effects of 
participating in the course, we identified students 
who did not take TCMC but were observationally 
similar to the students who did take the course.

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 

We matched students who took TCMC and those 
who did not based on background characteristics 
that include demographics, prior math course-
taking patterns, and prior math achievement. These 
characteristics might have influenced whether 
students enrolled in TCMC and also affected their 
success in post-secondary education. We created 
two distinct comparisons groups. The first group 
consisted of students from the same schools and the 
same year as the students who enrolled in TCMC. 
The second group consisted of students from the 
same schools but who were in twelfth grade a year 
prior—during the 2015-16 school year. We then 
estimated the differences in high school graduation 
rates, post-secondary enrollment rates, and post-
secondary math course enrollment and passage 
rates between the TCMC group and each of the 
two comparison groups. 

Key Findings
We found that students who took TCMC graduated 
from high school at slightly higher rates than the 
observationally similar students who did not take 
TCMC, with an estimated increase of 2.7 
percentage points (95% CI 0.3-5.1) based on the 
previous-year comparison group. However, we 
found that students who took TCMC had lower rates 
of enrollment in post-secondary institutions in the 
Fall semester after their senior year of high school, 
driven by lower enrollment in four-year colleges or 
universities. Specifically, we estimated that students 
who took TCMC enrolled in four-year institutions at 
a rate 2.9 percentage points lower (95% CI 
0.1-5.6) than the rate for students in the previous-
year comparison group.  Further, we found that 
students who took TCMC were less likely to enroll in 
and pass college-level math courses by the end of 
their first semester in college, by 3.2 percentage 
points (95% CI 1.0-5.4) when based on the 
previous-year comparison group. 

The pattern of the effects was similar for both the 
comparison groups, although the size of the effects 
was smaller when based on the previous-year 
comparison group. 

Implications 
These findings from the first year of implementation 
are preliminary and limited in several important 
respects. We therefore think that further research, 
including longer-term follow-up and examination 
of a larger cohort of schools, is necessary before 
considering policy implications.

Findings from the first year of implementation do 
raise the possibility that placement and 
participation in TCMC may lead to some 
unanticipated effects on students’ trajectories, 
discouraging some students from pursuing post-
secondary education at four-year institutions. We 
think the most plausible explanation for these 
observed differences is bias stemming from our 
inability to fully adjust for initial differences in 
college readiness, as well as other potential 
confounders such as college aspirations, at the 
start of students' senior year. Notably, the 
magnitude of the estimated effect on four-year 
college enrollment based on the previous-year 
comparison is only half the size of the effect 
estimated from the contemporaneous comparison. 
If the contemporaneous comparison is more likely 
than the previous year comparison to be subject to 
problems of omitted confounders, the sensitivity of 
the effect estimate across the two comparison 
groups suggests that there may be remaining bias 
at work. 

Apart from bias, an alternative explanation for this 
pattern of findings is that participating in the course 
heightened the salience of attaining college 
readiness. If participation in the course raises 
students’ awareness of the developmental 
education system—and the hurdles it presents to 
completing college-level courses—this could have 
the effect of dampening students’ aspirations and 
discouraging some students from pursuing college. 
A further possibility is that the course heightened 
students’ awareness of partner community colleges 
as the main pathway available to them for 
pursuing post-secondary education. These 
possibilities could be probed further in several 
ways, including further examining advising 
processes, examining variation in the effects of

the course across the schools where it is 
implemented, or examining rates of student 
application and acceptance into four-year 
colleges. We intend to pursue several of these 
directions in ongoing work.

It is important to recognize that our analysis has 
several key limitations. First, although students 
were closely matched on previous math course-
taking patterns and performance on end-of-
course exams in algebra, we were unable to 
access scores on some of the standardized tests 
that are used to designate students as college-
ready. Therefore, we were unable to fully 
account for students’ college readiness at the 
start of their senior year, which may have 
influenced placement into TCMC and also 
directly affected their pursuit of post-secondary 
education. Second, our analysis is limited to 
outcomes from the first semester of college. 
Impacts of TCMC may evolve as we examine 
longer-term measures of students’ post-
secondary trajectories. Third, we were unable to 
account for the fidelity of implementation of 
TCMC. The small, negative differences between 
students who took TCMC versus comparison 
students may be due to issues with 
implementation rather than to the curriculum 
itself. Finally, we can only generalize the results 
to the 2016-17 cohort of students, the first time 
the course was offered and when it did not 
count towards graduation. Further 
implementations of the course may differ due to 
gained experience and because the course 
began to count for graduation credit 
requirement beginning with the 2017-18 
school year. 

Our on-going work is examining longer-term 
outcomes for multiple cohorts of students in 
order to provide a fuller picture of the effect of 
TCMC on post-secondary success. This more 
extensive analysis will address several of the 
limitations noted above. Evidence from the 
project may be beneficial to districts considering 
implementing TCMC versus another college 
preparatory math course. The overall pattern of 
findings will provide evidence for policy-makers 
working to implement the requirements of House 
Bill 5 and interventions that can improve post-
secondary access and attainment for students 
in Texas.




