
 

University of North Georgia 
82 College Circle 

Dahlonega, GA 30597 
706.864.1579 | nists@ung.edu 

www.nists.org 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
A Beginner’s Guide to  
Gathering Transfer Student Data on your Campus 
 

While it is good to be aware of national trends related to transfer students, it is critical to understand 
the specific transfer student population on your campus. Transfer is a localized phenomenon, and there 
is variation in transfer student populations on different campuses.  

This guide is written for practitioners working with transfer students. Most professionals know it is 
important to learn more about the transfer students on their campus, but this task can feel 
overwhelming, and it’s hard to know where to start.  

Multiple departments on your campus may be helpful in gathering information about transfer students 
on your campus, including Institutional Research, Enrollment Management, Financial Aid, Campus 
Administration, University Relations, and even the Grants Office. You may be the first person on your 
campus who is asking for this data, so it is important to be able to explain exactly what you need, why it 
is important, and how it will be used.  

We want to equip you to be an advocate for transfer students on your campus. The first step in this 
advocacy is getting to know who your transfer students are. Then you will be able to help increase their 
visibility to others on your campus. If this type of transfer student data is already readily available on 
your campus, then we encourage you to check out our Transfer Student Data Template, which is 
designed as a tool for institutions to get a holistic picture of transfer student data and trends over time.    

 

Demographic Information 

It is important to understand the demographics of all students on your campus, and it is especially 
important to look specifically at transfer student data to identify if this group has different 
demographics than your general student population.  For the purposes of this guide, we define a 
transfer student as one who has post-secondary experience at another institution of higher education.  
Please note that if your institution classifies students differently, you may need to adjust some of the 
data points listed below, and this may influence the type of student information available.   
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Data Point Definition Importance to Transfer Data Using the Information  
Age How does your institution divide up 

student ages? By groups (18-24, etc.) 
or as non-traditional vs traditional? 
And how is that defined? Decide how 
you want to break this down. 

Transfer students are often older 
than first time freshman. It is 
important to know your transfer 
students age when they arrive on 
your campus.  

Age can be used to assess practices 
and policies that may negatively 
impact students of a particular age. 
This may influence changes in 
programming or resources for 
transfer students.   

Gender What information is available? Does 
your institution only track biological 
sex or is gender identity and/or 
expression available? 

Compare to the demographics of your 
general student population.   

Intersectionality of student identities 
impacts transfer students. Knowing 
your students may influence 
conversations you have with transfer 
students. 

Ethnicity/ 
Race 

How does your institution break 
down race and ethnicity? Are 
students allowed to self-identify in 
multiple categories? What can this 
information tell you about your 
students? 

It is important to know if your 
transfer students come from 
marginalized populations, so you can 
think about the level and type of 
support they might need. 

Having a large percentage of transfer 
students from marginalized groups 
can inform which resources you 
highlight during your interactions 
with transfer students. For example, 
you may focus on the multicultural 
student affairs office or other support 
systems. 

First-
Generation 
College 
Student Status 

In general, this refers to a student 
whose parents did not attend college, 
but it could include students whose 
parents attended college but did not 
complete a degree.  

If your transfer students are also 
mostly first-generation, consider 
additional support they might need, 
while also incorporating the transfer 
perspective.  

It is important to provide support for 
this group of transfer students or this 
student group within the transfer 
population is at even more of a 
disadvantage and may require 
additional resources.  

Veteran/ 
Military Status 

Campuses have different ways of 
tracking these categories. This can 
lead to different definitions. It may 
refer to students currently in the 
military or student veterans not on 
active duty.  

With the nature of working in the 
military, it is highly likely that 
incoming military students will bring 
transfer credits and/or military 
experience to evaluate for credit.   

Understanding the military status of 
your transfers will help you know if it 
is necessary to provide specific 
opportunities to connect them with 
other student veterans or to specific 
resources.   

Classification This is typically designated by the 
number of earned credit hours a 
student has at the time of entry or in 
the current term. 

Knowing how many credit hours your 
students have earned and their 
progress toward the overall goal of 
graduation is important for transfer 
students who transfer for academic 
reasons.  

The classification of your transfers 
may change the type of information 
you provide about academics, as well 
as the method you use to deliver that 
information.   

Part-Time vs. 
Full-Time 

In general, full-time student status 
means being enrolled in 12 credit 
hours of coursework.  There is a lot of 
variation among institutions in 
determining the number of hours that 
designate a student as part-time.   

Transfer admission and credit 
articulation processes impact the 
number of credit hours a student can 
enroll in. Students may end up 
enrolling part-time when they wanted 
to be full-time. This can impact 
financial aid eligibility and degree 
progression.   

This information can be used to 
influence policies that may negatively 
impact transfer students, such as 
when/how courses are offered and if 
there are enough courses available 
for them to be enrolling in a full-time 
course load.   

Academic 
College/ 
Major 

Each institution divides their 
academic units and major 
designations differently, so this will 
vary by campus.  

Specific majors may be more 
attractive to transfer students and/or 
may serve them better depending on 
the way credits are applied toward 
their degree program. 

Knowing which academic units 
transfer students are entering may 
influence specific outreach or 
partnerships with those units. This 
may also indicate needed programs 
or support for specialized majors.  

In-State vs. 
Out-of-State 
(Geographic 
Location)  

Where are your students coming 
from geographically? Are they mostly 
local? Which areas of your state are 
they predominantly coming from? 

Knowing if your transfer students 
come from the same systems/states 
can help you provide them with 
relevant information.  

If a lot of students come from the 
same system or state, you can focus 
on specific policies within the system 
that may be interpreted or 
implemented differently on your 
campus. 
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Transfer-Specific Data 

In addition to identifying the basic demographics of your transfer students, there are key data points specific to 
these students that are important to provide the full picture of the transfer student experiences at your 
institution.  Data unique to the transfer student experience can be used to determine the impact of your 
programming and support structures for this specific population. Similarly, this data can be used as a 
justification for additional or continued support from your institution to better enable your work with transfers.  
 

Data Point Definition Importance Using the Information  
Sending Institutions 
(Name and Type) 

What specific institutions are 
your incoming transfer students 
coming from?  Are they public, 
private, 2-yr, 4-yr, etc. This helps 
to better understand the 
knowledge base and prior 
experiences of these students.  

This is one of the most unique 
parts of the transfer data collection 
process.  Even though you will not 
be able to identify a specific 
transfer student story that applies 
to all of your students, you may 
start to see patterns in the varied 
pathways that exist.  

Knowing the background of your 
students helps you understand 
their needs as incoming students.  
If the sending institutions are 
similar to yours, then the 
transition process may be a little 
easier for them. Or this data could 
identify that your transfers need 
more specialized support.  

Number of Credit 
Hours Transferred In 

This can be defined as the 
number of earned credit hours 
at the student’s previous 
institution or as the number of 
credit hours that were accepted 
for degree credit by your 
institution.   

Knowing the specific point where a 
student is in their educational 
journey when she transfers 
informs the support needed and 
the remaining credits/time for 
degree completion.  

If your transfer students are 
coming in with more earned 
credit hours, they will hopefully 
spend less time at your institution 
and may require a faster path to 
engagement. 

Incoming GPA Your institution, typically 
through the admissions process, 
will determine how this number 
is calculated. Does this include 
all previously attempted 
coursework or is it simply the 
courses accepted for transfer 
credit?  

Transfer students are often 
described based on their potential 
performance in the classroom, as 
compared to their first time 
freshman counterparts. This 
information can help to dispel 
these myths. 

The major use of this data is to 
compare your incoming transfer 
student class to the group of new 
freshmen entering during the 
same semesters.  

GPA in First and 
Second Terms 

Similar to the GPA above, but it 
is important to determine if 
there are separate GPAs for 
courses taken at your institution 
versus an overall GPA with all 
transfer credits included in the 
calculation.  

This data is important because it 
suggests whether or not the 
national trends and research on 
transfer shock actually apply to 
your students. 

You can use this data to 
determine if you are supporting 
students through the academic 
transition successfully. You can 
assess whether you need to focus 
more energy and effort on 
promoting academic resources 
through the transition.  
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Additional Data to Consider  

In addition to collecting the data above that specifically applies to transfer student populations, another 
approach is to use data that is already being collected by your institution and using a transfer lens to analyze it. 
This information can be used to justify the necessity of transfer programming and the support you provide to 
these students. It also highlights why transfer students are an important population to invest in.    
 

Data Point Definition Importance Using the Information  
Retention between 
terms and years 

This refers to the number and 
percentage of students who 
return from one semester to the 
next and from year to year. The 
only difference with transfers is 
that you may need to account 
for students graduating, if they 
came in with a lot of accepted 
transfer credit.  

Transfer students often have an 
academic purpose for transferring 
(such as a specific major or 
discipline). This situation could 
lead to more motivation to 
remain at your institution as 
opposed to students who are still 
unsure about their life choices 
when they first arrive at your 
institution. 

The rate at which you retain 
transfer students can sometimes 
be directly attributed to the 
programs you offer.  This 
information can also be used to 
determine how these rates 
compare to those of first-time 
freshmen students.   

Graduation Rates This refers to the number of 
students who complete a 
bachelor’s degree at your 
institution. 
 

Bachelor’s degree completion 
rates are one indicator of the 
overall success of your institution. 
Since transfer students have a 
different academic pathway to 
graduation than first time 
freshman students, it is important 
to know how many of them 
actually attain a bachelor’s 
degree.  

Graduation rates can also be 
used to compare transfers and 
justify support systems.  This 
data over time can show if 
improvements made are having 
an impact on the overall success 
of your transfer students. 

Percentage of 
Graduating Class Who 
Transferred  

This refers to the students in 
each graduating class who 
started at your institution as 
transfer students.  

It is important to understand 
whether or not your institution is 
graduating larger numbers of 
transfer students.  

Data about this group can help 
to justify transfer student 
support toward persistence. It 
may also show administrators 
that these students have a huge 
impact on overall success as an 
institution.  

Percentage of Students 
Who Transferred  

This refers to the current 
number and percentage of 
students who transferred in, 
which may or may not include 
graduate students, depending on 
where you see the most transfer 
occurring.   

Data like this can show that this 
population should not be 
forgotten and may outnumber 
other populations that get more 
resources.   

These numbers can be used as a 
way to attract new transfer 
students, connect transfers to 
each other, as well as provide a 
big picture overview to 
administration.   
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Basic Steps in Beginning the Data Collection Process 

Beginning the data collection process can feel overwhelming! Breaking the process down into small 
steps and celebrating small victories along the way can help make the process more achievable.   
 

The first step is to identify key partners in data collection on your campus.  Are they in 
Institutional Research, Academic Affairs, or Admissions? Once you have started to find those 
key partners, find out what data they are currently collecting.  This will allow you to 

complement what is presently available and not re-invent the wheel in the process. Gathering this 
information in a word or excel table can prove to be a valuable resource in your data collection efforts. 
 

Next, prioritize your list of data points.  Think about your current situation and determine the 
information that is most important to you right now, and what can wait until later. It may be 
helpful to think about organizing your work into phases.  Throughout this process, think about 

how you will acquire the data and why you need this information. Being prepared to clearly 
communicate the justification for gathering specific data is essential to gaining buy-in from campus 
partners.  
 

Once you have started the data collection process, analyze what it tells you and connect this 
information to your current practice.  Think about the inferences you can make from the 
data. Don’t stop there! Share this data with the campus partners impacted most by it.  While 

some of the data may have negative connotations, you have the power to identify how this information 
can be used to better inform your institution’s practices and policies. Finally, develop a plan for 
continual data collection. Think about how to move forward on your next priorities, while still sharing 
what you have learned from the data.  This daunting process can be easy if you just manage it in small 
steps.  

1 
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