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Executive Summary

Research has identified numerous information sources that students use to learn more broadly
about their possibilities for transfer and the transfer process. While studies have also begun to
consider the interplay between information sources, almost all of the existing research is
situated within the American transfer context, which focuses heavily on student transfer between
community colleges and four-year universities. In Ontario, our postsecondary system is distinct,
and postsecondary institutions offer numerous types of credentials with the possibility for
students to transfer in myriad directions. For these institutions, knowing the information sources
that students access and how they use this information is crucial for developing effective
transfer policies and practices. To support the sector in this endeavour, in this report, we
examine the process through which students gather information as they make decisions about
transferring. Importantly, by focusing on the pre-transfer stage, we can identify not only the
information sources students use but also how they combine and make sense of potentially
conflicting information and fill information gaps.

Data

This report is the first in a series utilizing data from ONCAT'’s Longitudinal Study of Transfer
Students. For this study, we gathered data from students as they moved through key stages of
the transfer process, starting when they initially explored transfer opportunities (i.e., “intending”
to transfer) and ending during their first semester(s) at a new institution. For this report, our data
comprise surveys (n = 2727) and interviews (n = 51) from students at the initial “intent” stage.

Main Findings

Our analysis produced three main findings related to transfer information sources, each with
implications for postsecondary stakeholders. First, the top three sources that the students
reported using in our survey were ONTransfer.ca, internet search engines, and postsecondary
institution websites. Students generally used these sources and others to find information on
specific programs of interest and investigate how many credits they could transfer.

Second, the students often used multiple information sources to learn about transferring and
consulted, on average, 2.7 sources. Those who consulted formal sources, such as ONTransfer.ca
and institutional webpages, used fewer sources compared to those who consulted informal
sources, such as social media platforms and friends. Additionally, we found that university-bound
students accessed more information sources than did students going to college.

Third, the students used information sources in complementary ways. The interview data were
particularly useful for understanding how different information sources were used in conjunction
with one another. We found that no source provided all the information that the students were
looking for. Consequently, transfer students need to be strategic and use different sources to
plan their transfer. In this way, they levy the strength of some sources to fill the information gaps
left by other sources.
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Recommendations for the Sector

The findings of this study have numerous implications for transfer practices across the sector. In
line with our main findings, and to further enhance existing support for transfer students, we
provide the following recommendations for postsecondary institutions to consider:

1. Institutions should enhance connectivity between their respective transfer information
sources. For example, institutions could directly link key resources, such as their institutional
admissions pages, institutional pages on credit transfer, contact information for transfer
advising services, and ONTransfer.ca. Such an approach will ensure that students can
quickly receive trustworthy information that reflects institutional policies and practices.

2. When looking to enhance their interactions with transfer students, institutions might consider
engaging in a variety of online forums, such as Reddit. Serving as a trustworthy voice on these
platforms and directing students to institutional resources can help remedy conflicting
information from other information sources and even transfer misinformation.

3. Institutions should ensure that they provide students with the most accurate, comprehensive, and
up-to-date information through their institutional websites and ONTransfer.ca, which students
commonly access.

4. To fully ensure that students have the most accurate information before transferring, colleges
and universities should offer transfer credit assessments within their admission offer letters.
Doing so will allow transfer students to make more informed choices about which institutions
and programs are right for them and their educational goals and priorities.Doing so will allow
transfer students to make more informed choices about which institutions and programs are right
for them and their educational goals and priorities.
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Introduction

The transfer process is commonly separated into three progressive stages: pre-transfer, transfer
application, and post-transfer (e.g., LaCroix et al., 2024). However, scholars have been quick to
note that transferring is a nonlinear process and fits within a broader pattern of nonlinear
postsecondary mobility (Maier & Robson, 2020). Students often “meander” through transfer,
going through multiple rounds of applications and decision-making (Jabbar et al., 2021).
Nonetheless, the ease with which students move through these stages has implications for
successful transfer outcomes (e.g., feelings of belonging and little credit duplication).

In the pre-transfer stage, students may be enrolled in a program of study, out in the workforce
considering a return to higher education, or taking a break between postsecondary studies to
pursue other interests. During their time at the pre-transfer stage, students develop their transfer
intentions. They begin to think about transferring, consult different information sources, and
make decisions about which institutions and programs they would like to transfer to. This intent
stage is critical for developing initial expectations about the transfer process, admissions
requirements, and even the number of transfer credits they might receive (Aurini, LaCroix, &
lafolla, 2024; Higher Education Strategy Associates, 2021; LaCroix et al., 2024). Put another
way, the pre-transfer stage occurs when students develop transfer student capital—the
knowledge and skills that can eventually facilitate a successful transfer (Laanan et al., 2010;
Rosenberg, 2016). Much of the existing literature on transfer intent focuses on transfer
motivations (Aurini, LaCroix, Dreesha et al., 2024; Pizarro Milian & Zarifa, 2021) and the ease
with which transfer students are able to gather information about transfer credits (Higher
Education Strategy Associates, 2021; LaCroix et al., 2024). There is also a healthy body of
research that has captured the different information sources that students use during this period
(e.g., Decock & Janzen, 2016; Laanan et al., 2010; Moser, 2014). However, we have little
information about how transfer students combine the information these sources provide,
reconcile differences, and use this information to make decisions. Moreover, given that the bulk
of research on transfer intent is framed within the American context, we question whether
existing claims resonate with the Ontario transfer landscape and how Ontario students use
different information sources to make decisions.

Our report begins with a review of the relevant literature on information sources and transfer
intent. We then provide a brief overview of the data collection process and research methods
that guided this study, including the quantitative and qualitative design elements from ONCAT’s
Longitudinal Study of Transfer Students. By using a mixed-methods design, we were able to
enrich our quantitative findings with excerpts from interviews. We then provide a detailed
discussion of our main findings about the information sources that transfer students consult, the
distinctions between college-bound and university-bound transfer students, and how these
sources are used in conjunction with one another. Our report concludes with a discussion of the
implications of these findings for transfer policy and practice in Ontario.
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Information Sources and Transfer Intent

Researchers have indexed myriad information sources that are consequential to the way
students learn about transfer and develop expectations of the transfer process (Hayes et al.,
2020; Laanan et al., 2010; Moser, 2014). Emerging from these studies is a litany of potential
information sources, ranging from transfer advisors and faculty to support services, websites,
and peers. As the argument goes, the more accurate the information students have, the greater
their likelihood of successful transfer and resisting barriers to integration, such as “transfer
shock”™ (Laanan, 2007; Rosenberg, 2016). Formal institutional resources (e.g., academic and
transfer advisors) play a critical role in providing transfer students with the information they need
to successfully navigate the transfer process. At the same time, students also turn to more
collegial or informal information sources, such as friends and classmates, to help digest and
confirm the information provided by official sources. Rosenberg (2016) not only helped index
additional information sources but also noted that transfer knowledge is acquired through the
process of “synthesizing information” provided by these different sources (p. 1058). Therefore, it
is not only students who are responsible for gaining accurate knowledge about transfer. Their
ability to successfully interpret transfer information hinges on the information that institutions
provide (Jabbar et al., 2022; Rosenberg, 2016). This is an important caveat for institutions to
remember, especially in light of previous findings showing that students do not always “see”
transfer in the same way as transfer system planners (Lang & Lopes, 2014).

Combining Information Sources

Building on the foundation provided by studies that have worked to index the information
sources students commonly use, researchers have recently begun investigating how students
use these sources in coordination with one another. For example, Maliszewski Lukszo and
Hayes (2020) found that sources of transfer information are used in conjunction with one
another to (a) help students navigate the transfer process, (b) shape their expectations of 4-year
institutions, and (c) provide them with a sense of self-efficacy in the transfer process. Other
research has extended the analysis beyond transfer intent, finding that the knowledge students
acquire when they begin considering transfer has implications for academic and social success
after transfer. Cepeda et al. (2021) found that students continue to build on their foundational
transfer knowledge after arriving at their new institutions and that tailored social support is
needed to avoid feeling like a “glorified freshman” (p. 8).

One of the most salient discussion points in this body of literature is the role that both sending
and receiving institutions play in preparing students for future success. For example, there have
been mixed findings regarding the impact of pre-transfer advising on transfer outcomes (Laanan
et al., 2010; Maliszewski Lukszo & Hayes, 2020; Moser, 2014). In some cases, pre-transfer
advice provides students with confidence and know-how to navigate the transfer process and
gives them a sense of self-efficacy in their educational journey. The timing of transfer credit

! Transfer shock refers to the social and academic barriers students encounter during and after transferring that
impact successful integration (e.g., drop in grades, struggles forming social connections).
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evaluations is also pertinent to the transfer process. As reported by the Higher Education
Strategy Associates (2021), transfer students are set up for greater success when their transfer
credits are evaluated “at admissions” (p. 5), since this allows them to move through the
admissions process without delay. However, when the information provided by sending and
receiving institutions is out of step with one another—or entirely absent—students can
experience “information asymmetry” (Grote et al., 2019). Information asymmetry is a particular
barrier to students developing an informed perspective on transferring and may put transfer
students at a higher risk of academic and social integration challenges (Cepeda et al., 2021).

The research on transfer intent and information sources provides good insight into the value that
different information sources have for transfer students. Collectively, these information sources
can provide students with knowledge and self-efficacy for successful transfer outcomes.
However, the empirical contexts of these studies are distinct from the Canadian higher education
landscape (Davies & Zarifa, 2012; Skolnik, 2013). Ontario’s mobility pathways are numerous,?
and the provincial college system was not established with the same “transfer function” as
American community colleges (Skolnik, 2010). This means that the existing logic of transfer
intent from studies in America (i.e., transfer from community college to university) may not hold
true in the Ontario context. Specifically, the information sources available and the way they are
used by transfer students are likely distinct. This raises questions about how Ontario
postsecondary students access information about transfer and the implications for an ever-
evolving transfer landscape in the province. To explore this distinction further, we investigate the
following research questions:

1. What information sources do students use when intending to transfer between institutions?

2. To what extent are these use patterns nuanced by students’ intended transfer destinations?

3. How do students combine information from different sources?
a. What information sources are commonly consulted, both individually and together?
b. What strategies do students use when choosing information sources?

Data and Methods?

To answer our research questions, we collected quantitative data through ONCAT’s Transfer
Intent Survey (TIS) and invited a sample of respondents to participate in qualitative interviews.
By combining the survey and interview data, we could provide a fuller picture of students’
information-gathering processes. We used survey data to describe the types and number of
sources that students used as well as interview data to understand how students used

these sources.

The survey respondents were recruited from the ONTransfer.ca website, a provincially
sponsored source of postsecondary transfer information in Ontario that is managed and
maintained by ONCAT. All students with previous postsecondary experience who were seeking

2 Mobility pathways are the structural routes through the postsecondary system that students follow to earn
credentials. Students can complete numerous credentials or switch part-way through a credential and pursue
studies at another postsecondary institution. These routes are detailed further in Table A1.

8 For an extended methodology, see Appendix A.
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additional postsecondary educational opportunities at the undergraduate or college level were
eligible to participate in the survey and interviews.*

There are two primary versions (1 and 2) of the survey instrument. TIS Version 1, which was
launched in late 2021, provided 2137 responses for this analysis.® After revisions were made to
the survey instrument, TIS Version 2 was launched in April 2023 and closed in September 2023,
resulting in 590 additional responses.® After completing the TIS (both versions), students could
opt in for a semi-structured interview. A total of 51 students completed virtual interviews between
February 2022 and August 2022.

4 To clarify, the survey respondents and interview participants did not need to be enrolled in a postsecondary
program to participate in this project. While non-enrolled respondents/participants might otherwise be referred
to as “learners,” we refer to them as students throughout for ease of interpretation.

5 Respondents were filtered out of the sample if they were seeking a graduate degree, had no previous
postsecondary experience, did not reach the final screen in the survey, did not report an origin or potential
destination institution type, or provided highly inaccurate information about the timing of their high school
graduation (and entry into postsecondary studies). Only the most recent case was taken for the small number of
students who responded to the survey more than once.

6 It is important to acknowledge that the response window for the TIS overlapped with pandemic-era lockdowns
and the cessation of in-person operations at colleges and universities. While this surely impacted transfer
students and their decisions, we do not include an analysis of this potential in this report.
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Findings

Existing research on transfer intent demonstrates that students rely on many information sources to
learn about transfer. Researchers have been successful in identifying the particular sources that
students rely on most and have begun crafting a narrative about what information students are looking
for (Hayes et al., 2020; Laanan et al., 2010; Moser, 2014). Students tend to rely on institutional sources
for “official” program information and collegial/personal sources to help digest that information and
provide personal guidance in the transfer process. Our findings support these conclusions but also
contribute new insights based on the specific context of Ontario and its distinct higher education
system. We found that transfer students experience a substantial degree of difficulty getting the
information they need and, correspondingly, they make use of numerous information sources and
have distinct needs from each source. At the same time, we found that students strategically combine
information sources to make up for relative information deficiencies in each source—a qualitative
perspective that is not well established in the transfer literature. Institutional sources were seen as
largely “trustworthy” by our participants, but they may not tell the whole story. Instead, students turn to
alternative information sources to learn about the realities of transfer from a student-driven
perspective. We outline these findings in greater detail in the following sections.

Students Have Difficulty Locating the Transfer-Related Information They Need

As a starting point for our analysis, we examined the level of difficulty that transfer students
encountered when attempting to find the transfer information they were looking for. As shown in
Figure 1, transfer information remains somewhat elusive, with students reporting considerable
difficulty in finding information.”

FIGURE 1
How much difficulty, if any, have you had in getting the transfer-related information you need?

A great deal of difficulty
Quite a bit of difficulty
Alittle difficulty 41%

No difficulty

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Percentage of Students

Note. Data are combined from TIS Versions 1 and 2. Four students in the combined sample did not respond to the
question.

7 Additional analyses (not shown) found that the level of difficulty students experienced in accessing transfer
information did not vary substantially across the specific information sources they accessed (see Figure C1).
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Roughly half of the survey respondents reported encountering a substantial degree of difficulty in
finding the information they needed for transfer. At the extreme end of the spectrum, 16% reported
experiencing “a great deal of difficulty.” Conversely, only 9% of students reported no difficulty
finding information. Although the contrast is stark, we know from existing studies that students are
savvy when it comes to searching for information and that they can accurately identify and fill
information gaps (Maliszewski Lukszo & Hayes, 2020). The findings presented in Figure 1
nonetheless suggest that, for Ontario students, there are barriers that stand in the way of transfer
information. To offset this challenge, we discuss below how students gather information from
numerous sources to make transfer decisions.

Students Rely on A Variety of Sources to Get the Information
They Need About Transfer

Transfer students use numerous information sources when gathering insights about transfer.
Here, we provide a breakdown of the different information sources that students could select on
the TIS and the percentage of our sample that indicated using each source. As shown in

Figure 2, ONTransfer.ca, internet search engine(s), and the institutional websites of
postsecondary institutions were the three most commonly used information sources.

FIGURE 2

Transfer Information Sources by TIS Version
..........................................................

ONTransfer.ca

Internet search engine(s)

PSE institution websites

Classmates, friends, and relatives

PSE institutions that | have contacted
Guidance counsellors, faculty, and school advisors  |sss—"

Information about transfer from written materials |u—

Social media, vlogs, blogs, and online forums TIS Version 2
Other |m mTIS Version 1
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Percentage of Students

Note. Bars are absent for response options unavailable in TIS Version 1 (internet search engines and social media,
vlogs, blogs, and online forums).

Results from statistical tests comparing percentages between TIS Versions 1 and 2 are available in Table C1.

In addition to accounting for the different information sources used by transfer students, we also
found that use patterns could be distinguished depending on the type of transfer destination
students had in mind. As outlined in Table 1, on average, students considering universities
consulted more information sources than students interested in colleges. Additionally, students
considering universities were more likely to use internet search engines and institutional
websites (14% and 9% more often, respectively) than students interested in colleges. There was
also evidence that students considering universities relied more on interpersonal information
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sources at higher rates than students considering colleges. This was in terms of speaking with
classmates, friends, and relatives as well as individuals who inhabit institutional spaces, such as
guidance counsellors, faculty, and school advisors. These same students also tended to rely
more on printed sources, such as posters and brochures, than college-bound students.

TABLE 1

Transfer Information SOUrces by DESHNALON TYPE . oo eomsmemsessesnsmsmn
Information source College  University
ONTransfer.ca 80% 82%
Internet search engine(s) 40% 54%**
PSE institution websites 42% 51%1™
Classmates, friends, and relatives 27% 31%"
PSE institutions that | have contacted 20% 15%
Guidance counsellors, faculty, and school advisors 12% 19%"
Social media, vlogs, blogs, and online forums 11% 11%
Information from posters, brochures, etc. 10% 11%!
Other 2% 1%
Respondents 164 387
Selections 399 1064
Average sources per respondent 2.4 2.7

Note. The results shown are from TIS Version 2. Results from TIS Version 1 are available in Table C2. Because of
the design of the survey question used to determine the institution type of the PSE destinations that students were
considering (see Appendix B), both college and university could be selected. However, due to the limited size of this
group (N = 39), the results are not presented in this table.

*p <0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 for a t-test of the difference of proportions or means between destination types.
Symbols are applied to the larger value.

TThe difference is also statistically significant in TIS Version 1 (p < 0.05). Symbols are applied to the larger value.
Tests could not be conducted for internet search engines, social media, vlogs, blogs, or online forums, since they
were not present in both TIS versions.

There are many plausible explanations for these differences, especially since most of our
sample was composed of students interested in a transfer from college to university (see

Table A1). Such a transition brings about significant institutional adjustments owing to structural,
administrative, and pedagogical differences between college and university (Hill, 1965; LaCroix
et al., 2024). College-to-university students may be looking to gather as much information as
possible to set expectations about their transfer and smoothen their transitions. Another
explanation is that going to university is a significant cost, not only in terms of finances but also
in terms of the opportunity costs of time and potential earnings (see Hu et al., 2018). This is on
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top of the investment they have already made for their college-level education. Students will
rightly want to be equipped with as much information as possible to be confident in their transfer
decisions. Below, we qualitatively unpack these use patterns with excerpts from our participant
interviews.

ONTransfer.ca

The most common source of information used by students was ONTransfer.ca. Readers should
note that because the survey participants were recruited for the TIS survey from this website,
they were much more likely to report it as a source than would normally be expected. The
interview participants frequently discussed visiting ONTransfer.ca to explore program options
and learn more about what institutions they could attend, including established program
pathways, required admission averages, and pre-requisite courses. For example, Sally® a
college-to-university transfer student, shared that when she visited the ONTransfer.ca website,
she was looking to find out “where I could transfer that would accept some of my credits. And
so, looking into my program specifically, what were the transfer options | had?” These questions
were common among the qualitative participants. According to Nashid, ONTransfer.ca was a
viable option for students to get a head start on the transfer they planned to make down the road
and to ensure that the credits they accumulated would work toward admission:

| was looking up what courses they wanted from me to go to that university. And so | was
just looking at what they wanted and what | had that | could give them to make sure | could
get into that university. (Nashid, college-to-university)

Another practical use of ONTransfer.ca is its credit evaluation function. ONTransfer.ca provides
a sophisticated interface on which users can populate their credentials and the courses they
have taken and generate potential transfer credits at their receiving institutions. This tool was
helpful for the participants because it allowed them to visualize their levels of advanced standing
at prospective choices. Sachi, who intended to eventually transfer from a college program to a
university program, stated that ONTransfer.ca was valuable for seeing “the percentage of my
credits that would transfer” She found that at one institution, “/ think it’'s 60%, versus some
places where [it is] 40% and 10%. ... [This] puts into perspective how much more work I'll have
to do.” Thus, Sachi found ONTransfer.ca useful for gauging how far into different programs she
might expect to be admitted. She mentioned that this information put the variance of her
potential advanced standing across different institutions “into perspective,” and it gave her more
to think about when it came to selecting an institution and program of study. While transfer credit
evaluation is, of course, within the purview of each postsecondary institution, knowing their
potential level of advanced standing is invaluable for students looking to make informed

transfer decisions.

Internet Search Engine(s)

Roughly half of the survey respondents used search engines during their information-gathering
process. Search engines included platforms such as Google, Bing, and Yahoo!, which helped

8 All references to student names are pseudonyms. For added context, we include references to the mobility
pathways the participants are following.
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connect the students with the information they were seeking on a secondary website. Often,
search engines connected the students with ONTransfer.ca or institutional websites. Brittany,
who was undecided about her transfer, acknowledged that starting to search for information and
thinking about transferring could be “an overwhelming process at the beginning,” especially for
someone who was undecided about their transfer. Brittany’s experience serves as a reminder
about how daunting the information-gathering stage can be for students and the implications this
has for ensuring that they are connected with accurate and trustworthy transfer information. As
Brittany later stated, “/ didn’t even know that the Ontario transfer database [ONTransfer.ca]
existed. | found it through Googling.” General queries were typical starting points for the
participants. Andres’ description of search activities sums up the general process that many of
our participants shared in their interviews:

So, my first resource, as | think with most people, would be to use Google. So, once | went
to Google, | typed “transfer from college to university.” ONTransfer.ca came up straight
away—like one of the top links. So, | used that website. (Andres, college-to-university)

For the students who knew the information they were looking for, Googling was how they
accessed specific information. For example, Nashid used Google purposefully to direct him to
the institutional website he was looking for: “I Googled [destination] University. | didn’t really
spend much time there. | just went to the business program and looked into everything there.”

Search engines were helpful for getting students started on their information-gathering journeys
and also as a mechanism to connect students with more pertinent information. Although search
engines were highly ranked as information sources in our survey, it is important to acknowledge
that they act as facilitators and not necessarily as sources in and of themselves. They merely
connect students with lists of webpages, which they must then sort through on their own to find
the information they are looking for.

Institutional Websites

Institutional websites were another commonly utilized source of information frequently discussed
by the participants. Roughly half of the survey respondents indicated that they used institutional
websites to gather information about transfer. The interview participants distinguished between
the websites of their sending (i.e., current or previous) institutions and their receiving (i.e.,
prospective destination) institutions. While each type of institution was used for different
reasons, the websites of sending institutions were discussed far less often than the receiving
institution websites. In the qualitative sample, only five participants mentioned consulting the
websites of their sending institutions. These websites were used mainly to explore the programs
students could transfer fo at other institutions as well as to learn about program pathway
agreements. For example, Brittany turned to her home institution’s website to investigate
potential transfer destinations: “/ actually went back to [my college’s] website. They’ve got some
transfer agreements up there, and that’s how | found [a prospective university].” Although their
sending institution’s websites were familiar, these participants shared similar difficulties in finding
the information they were looking for. Rather than pointing them in the right direction, the
participants’ home institution websites were found to be of little assistance. Sana (university-to-
university) found that her institution’s website “wasn’t really helpful” in connecting her with
potential pathways or transfer options.
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More commonly, our participants relied on the websites of their receiving institutions, which they
perceived as inherently trustworthy because they communicated institutional policies and practices
related to transfer, admission requirements, and program information. One participant succinctly
stated that “most universities and colleges have really good websites that are very informational
and contain most of the information you need” (Gurpreet, college-to-university). Kwan (university-
to-university) mentioned that when looking at destination websites, “/ find out what programs they
offer, and | can check the eligibility and requirements. So that’s the only way I do [it], because
that’s the most trustworthy [way]. That’s how [ find out about everything.” Trusting information on
institutional websites also allowed the students to compare and contrast information from different
institutions to help them make decisions. Taryn (university-to-university) said, “/ initially started by
consulting the university homepages of the different ones that | was considering, and there were
a lot, but then | narrowed it down to two.” In addition, search strategies on institutional websites
were not limited to the academic side of transfer. Several participants were looking to explore the
social aspects of transfer and the kinds of social support and networking opportunities they would
have available at their receiving institutions. These were important factors to consider.

| think there’s classroom learning, but there’s also beyond that. ... | think if you have the
opportunity to contribute in a volunteer capacity or something like that within your school,
that’s a great experience as well. So that’s something | would also be looking for. (Pryia,
college-to-university)

Priya noted that these social considerations were important for understanding the “whole
picture” of what campus life is like and what the student experience would be like at a particular
institution. Jasmine (college-to-university) had a similar perspective. Identifying herself as a
“social person,” Jasmine said, “I don’t just want to go there for study. | want to engage myself. If
there are clubs and students, how would | engage?” Institutional websites were therefore used
to gather relevant academic information that would help the students make informed transfer
decisions. While this information is valuable, the comments by Priya and Jasmine also highlight
the importance of social information to round out transfer students’ priorities. This social
information is needed for students to develop a holistic perspective of transfer and see
themselves in their prospective programs and receiving institutions.®

Transfer Students are Strategic in Their Use of Information Sources

It has been established in the existing literature on transfer intent that students make use of
numerous information sources (Laanan et al., 2010; Moser, 2014); however, it is less clear how
students combine different sources and the relative information they provide. To examine this further,
we computed the percentage of students who used each source alone and the average number of
sources that the students consulted with each source. Table 2 shows that 29% of the survey
respondents used one source alone and that, on average, they consulted a total of 2.7 sources.

o Social life is a well-known component of successful transfer (Tinto, 1975) and has been further established by
recent Canadian research (LaCroix et al., 2024).
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TABLE 2
Usage Patterns of Transfer Information Sources

Average total

Information source Used alone sources
ONTransfer.ca 19% 21
PSE institution websites 3.4% 2.6
Internet search engine(s) 2.7% 2.6
Classmates, friends, and relatives 2.0% 3.0
Guidance counsellors, faculty, and school advisors <1% 341
PSE institutions that | have contacted <1% 3.2
Information from posters, brochures, etc. <1% 3.3
Social media, vlogs, blogs, and online forums <1% 3.6
Total / Overall Average 29% 2.7

Note. The results shown are from TIS Version 2. The results from TIS Version 1 are similar and are presented in
Table C3.

ONTransfer.ca was the source most commonly used alone, with 19% of the respondents solely
consulting this source. Similarly, the students consulting ONTransfer.ca utilized an average of
just 2.1 sources (or 1.1 additional sources after ONTransfer.ca). Together, these findings suggest
that the information provided by ONTransfer.ca satisfies what transfer students are looking for
and requires little confirmation or consultation with additional sources.'

Postsecondary institution websites, internet search engines, and classmates, friends, and
relatives were also consulted alone by a small number of respondents. However, most students
accessing these sources were also likely to use other sources. For example, students who
sought information from classmates, friends, and relatives used two additional sources, while
students accessing information on institutional websites used 1.6 additional sources.

At the other end of the spectrum, students using social media sources required the most
additional supporting sources, with social media sources used in conjunction with 2.6 other
information sources (3.6 total sources). Information from posters, brochures, etc. was also
consulted with numerous (2.3) additional sources. This may suggest information deficiencies in
these sources such that students need to consult additional sources to fill in information gaps.

10 As noted previously, the results for ONTransfer.ca are biased because the respondents were recruited from this
website. In a random sample, the percentage consulting ONTransfer.ca alone would likely be much lower.
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Using Information Sources to Complement One Another

In the qualitative interviews, the students elaborated on how they combined various information
sources. Each information source provides its own unique window into transfer. For example,
institutional websites provide users with information that program brochures and family members
potentially cannot. While this is valuable, we heard many experiences of transfer students
needing to access multiple information sources to create a fuller picture of transfer, both in terms
of academic requirements and social networking. This helps nuance our initial findings in

Figure 1, where students report having a difficult time finding the information they were looking
for. From our discussions with students, we found that they strategically used sources to confirm
or complement other information they had received. While an institutional website provides more
“official” policy information about transferring, it might be light on details about the culture of the
institution and what it is like to be a transfer student. To gather such information, multiple
sources need to be accessed. Regarding the contrast between online sources and transfer
advising, Gurpreet said,

If you want the real answer if your specific credits will be transferred, | think it is best to talk
to the advisor because I've seen [online] guides...but those are not 100% reliable. So, you
got to double-check with the advisor. (Gurpreet, college-to-university)

Institutional information sources were seen as inherently more trustworthy, as previously
mentioned. Advisors and institutional websites provide the policy information that transfer
students seek, especially because it relates to transfer credits. However, there was some
apprehension about these “official” information sources. When looking for information about
transferring from college to university, Gauri had apprehensions about the trustworthiness of
information from the university and opted to search online elsewhere:

No offence to academic advisors or the universities, [but] they would be my last resource
just because everybody wants students to come to their school, right? They’re only showing
the glamorous side of things, which is where Reddit comes in pretty handy. They talk about
anecdotal experiences [and] just give you kind of an insight to things behind closed doors.
(Guari, college-to-university)

While official policy information is fundamental for making informed transfer decisions, some
participants looked for a more unvarnished perspective—one that was more student-centric and
reflected student experiences. To gain such a perspective, we found that the transfer students
relied on social media platforms such as Reddit to learn about the transfer process from those
who had already gone through it. When Sally was applying for a social work degree from
college, she mentioned that Reddit was useful for filling information gaps from the program
website:

For the [social work program], you need to do a personal statement. The question is, “Why
do you want to be a social worker?” And then it doesn’t tell you how many [words]. Like, it
doesn’t give you any indication of how long it should be and what it should include. Also,
how long it takes for certain things to be processed. So | found myself in the Reddit forums a
lot. ... | just looked at old threads that were asking the same kinds of questions. (Sally,
college-to-university)
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She acknowledged that institutions could not be as “frank” with information as transfer students
might be looking for. In this case, Reddit was a useful source for hearing student-centred
experiences, such as what the program was like, grading practices, and exam experiences.
Cases like these demonstrate how transfer students bounce between Reddit and institutional
websites to confirm and complement each other. As Guari said, they would conduct an initial
search on Reddit and “just confirm” that information “by going to the websites.” If one source
was deficient in certain respects, the students turned to alternative sources to fill those gaps.
Haley’s experience summarizes these search strategies:

I would be using the [institutional] sites mostly to see the different kinds of transfer they had.
So I would find information that | didn’t know about. And then | would look it up online, write
it, and say, like, “Oh, does anyone have experience with this?” And what did they say about
it. And | would see maybe what tips they had or what road they went. And then | would go
back on the registrar website and see what the options were for that thing they did. And just
back and forth, comparing people’s experiences to the prerequisites and the requirements
for that program or that option they chose and seeing whether or not | would be able to do
that. (Haley, university-to-university)

Thus, information sources each have their own respective limitations. We find here that not only
do students combine different information sources, but they do so strategically. By drawing on
more official sources, they can learn about the transfer policies and procedures at receiving
institutions. While this information is valuable, it may not reflect transfer realities or the
unvarnished student experience. For this information, students turn to different sources, such as
Reddit, to complement official channels.

17
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Conclusion and Policy Implications

In this report, we documented a key aspect of the transfer process: the process through which
students gather information about transfer. We focused on the intent stage of transfer, during
which students are interested in the idea of transferring but have not yet applied or gone through
the admissions process. Through surveys and interviews, we found that the students had
trouble accessing information about transfer and thus used multiple sources to gather
information and make transfer decisions.

We found that the students may have faced numerous obstacles as they transferred, but they
were resilient and ultimately successful. From previous studies, we know that they can
experience information asymmetry when the information they gather proves inaccurate and
hampers their postsecondary transitions (Grote et al., 2019). However, it seems that, despite
initial hurdles, transfer students overcome such obstacles and integrate into their new institutions
(see also Aurini, LaCroix, & lafolla, 2024). This is aided by their use of multiple information
sources, which enable them to transfer with informed and accurate expectations. In the following
sections, we discuss some of the policy implications of this study for transfer stakeholders in the
postsecondary sector.

Expanding Online Engagement Strategies Across the Sector

The findings of this report have numerous implications for postsecondary stakeholders.
Postsecondary institutions must ensure that the transfer information they provide is accessible
and aligned with the needs of transfer students. Moreover, student-facing professionals (e.g.,
transfer advisors) should be aware of the alternative information sources available to transfer
students and their content because they can mislead students. We found that students turn to
sources such as ONTransfer.ca and institutional websites and supplement the information these
sources provide with other sources, such as Reddit, friends, family, and advisors. While these
sources—and the information they provide—are undoubtedly valuable in their own ways, online
forums such as Reddit may run the risk of communicating inaccurate information. For example,
Reddit posts may tell individual transfer stories that have complex policy undertones that are not
captured in a single post. Nonetheless, being aware of the kind of information students are
looking for on these platforms may help institutions update their own websites and messaging to
transfer students. Furthermore, institutions may consider engaging more as active users on
these platforms to help further their engagement reach with transfer students and connect them
with institutional sources.

Enhancing the Connectivity of Institutional Information Sources

Our findings revealed that students use multiple sources to confirm information and fill in
information gaps from single sources. In light of this, postsecondary institutions may consider
enhancing the connectivity of their information sources to ensure that students do not have to do as
much external searching. One way to do this is to place the contact information of transfer advisors
on webpages alongside transfer information so that students can quickly find help through trusted
sources. This would go a long way in helping students develop meaningful connections with



HOW DO STUDENTS LEARN ABOUT TRANSFER? 19

postsecondary institutions, build their capacity to interact with advisors, and obtain the information
necessary to make informed transfer decisions (Aurini, LaCroix, & lafolla, 2024).

Few of the interview participants mentioned using the institutional websites at their sending
institutions to learn about program pathways and potential receiving institutions. Accordingly,
there is room for colleges and universities to enhance the information they provide to their
students about future learning opportunities after they graduate. Research has shown that
advising students about transfer is a delicate balance between sending and receiving
institutions, but there is shared responsibility nonetheless (Carleson, 2023; Elliott & Lakin, 2020).
All postsecondary institutions should work to clearly communicate which programs have
articulation and/or pathway agreements with other schools and link website visitors to those
opportunities. This information will be invaluable for students looking to pursue further schooling
and even for students making their initial postsecondary program decisions.

Developing or Increasing Capacity for Pre-Transfer Credit Assessments

A core theme of our findings is that transfer students are interested in maximizing the number of
transfer credits they receive. Not only are students eager to receive numerous transfer credits,
they also look to receive credits that are directly applicable to their new programs of study. While
formal information sources, such as ONTransfer.ca and institutional websites, provide valuable
estimates of the number of transfer credits students may receive, these are just estimates and
can be imprecise in some situations. This can lead to jarring experiences for students if they do
not receive all of the credits that they expect to receive. This is especially problematic when
students apply to institutions operating on post-admission transfer credit models, whereby
transfer credit evaluations take place after students have accepted offers of admission.

A practical recommendation is for postsecondary institutions to develop the capacity for proactive
transfer credit evaluations before students are required to accept admission offers. This
recommendation echoes previous commentary on the value of pre-admission transfer credit
evaluation (Higher Education Strategy Associates, 2021). Ideally, evaluations would contain both
the number of credits a transfer student is awarded and whether those credits work toward fulfilling
program requirements. One form this could take is to confirm the credit estimations provided
through ONTransfer.ca. Another would be to build a singular infrastructure at each institution for
students to apply for credit evaluation in advance of—or during—their applications.
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Appendix A

Extended Description of the Data and Methods

This study was conducted using a convergent mixed-methods design (Fetters et al., 2013). Mixed
methods research “combines elements of qualitative and quantitative research approaches for the
broad purposes of breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration” (Johnson et al., 2007, p.
123). Here, the strengths of quantitative and qualitative methods are used to offset their respective
limitations (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Fetters et al., 2013; Moseholm & Fetters, 2017). In
convergent designs, quantitative and qualitative data are collected and analyzed within a close
timeframe, with several options for integration throughout the research design (Fetters et al., 2013).

To answer our research questions, we collected data through an online survey, followed by
interviews. Thus, our research design was an explanatory unidirectional model in which “an
initial quantitative strand is conducted and followed by a qualitative study to explain the findings”
(Moseholm & Fetters, 2017, p. 6). While the quantitative survey was useful for reporting the
types of sources students used and the relative number of sources they consulted, it could not
tell us how students used these sources. In this study, integration (or “mixing”) took place during
three periods of the research design: (a) the sampling framework, (b) the analysis, and (c) the
presentation/interpretation of findings.

TABLE A1
Sample Size by Mobility Pathway

Mobility pathway type Interviews TIS v1 TIS v2
College-to-college 14% 18% 20%
College-to-university 44% 46% 45%
University-to-college 8% 5% 8%
University-to-university 26% 24% 20%
Pathway unclear® 8% 8% 5%
Total 51 2137 590

*These participants indicated that they did not have a particular postsecondary institution in mind at the time of data
collection.
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Quantitative Analysis

Our quantitative analysis focused on a survey question that asked students about the sources
they used to access transfer information.!" This question allowed students to choose multiple
information sources from a list that had been used in previous research on transfer intent and
information sources (e.g., Laanan et al., 2010; Moser, 2014). Students also had the option to
select “other” and provide alternate sources. In TIS Version 2, the list was expanded to include
additional online/internet information sources that were commonly mentioned during interviews
with the TIS respondents. Statistical tests on the response patterns between TIS Versions 1 and
2 (provided in Table C1) suggested that the additional categories affected response patterns to
the question. As a result, aside from Figure 1, the TIS Version 2 data are shown for the results
and analysis presented in Figure 2, with a supplemental analysis of TIS Version 2 provided in
Appendix C.

Qualitative Analysis

Interviews took place over Zoom and were roughly 30 minutes in length. Because the interviews
took place after the survey was launched and the interview participants were derived from the
survey sample, some participants were actively in the process of transferring institutions. In
these cases, the participants were invited to complete the transfer intent interview and share
retrospective accounts of their experiences.?

During their interviews, the students were asked to discuss the information sources on which
they had been relying and how they were using these sources. Given the previously noted
literature gaps on combining information sources, probing questions were asked to elicit
information about how these information sources were being used in relation to one another, as
well as their relative strengths and weaknesses. The interview recordings were transcribed
verbatim and uploaded to NVivo qualitative analysis software. Each participant was assigned
case attributes that captured their mobility pathway (e.g., ‘college-to-university’), allowing us to
further interrogate the data and findings by pathway.

To ensure that the qualitative data spoke to the quantitative data, the quantitative survey
constructs were used as a priori codes. Four codes formed the parent codes of the codebook:
formal institutional resources, internet searches, personal networks, and social media and other
media. Each of these codes was further saturated by numerous child codes reflecting the survey
constructs, and there were particular considerations for each parent code. For example, with the
formal institutional resource code, the child codes distinguished between sending and receiving
institutional resources. For all child codes, the same three grandchild codes were developed: (a)
reason for access, (b) how the source was used, and (c) challenges with the source. These

" The question and response categories can be found in Appendix B. Note that for the tables and graphs shown
in the report, a shortened description for each information source is used.

12 We are confident that our qualitative data ward off any validity concerns related to retrospective accounts
(Snelgrove & Havitz, 2010). Given that these participants had only recently switched institutions (i.e., a
semester or two before the interview), our open-ended interview questions allowed them to create a narrative
informed by their recent experiences.
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grandchild codes were instrumental in understanding how and why students used various
information sources.

As a general process of precoding, the a priori codes were deductively applied to a sample of
five interviews. During this stage, inductive coding was also used to further develop the
codebook. For example, one participant talked about using a university’s accessibility services,
which was not present in the a priori codebook. After the precoding process, the codebook was
used to analyze the remaining interviews.

Upon further examination, the data showed that the students were not solely accessing single
sources but were, in fact, using multiple sources to gather information about transfer. To capture
these use patterns, a second round of coding was performed to explore how the students used
information sources in relation to one another. In this report, we rely on the code sources used
as confirmational or complementary, which captures how students used sources to confirm
information they had already acquired or to complement existing information and fill

knowledge gaps.
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Appendix B

Selected TIS Survey Questions

Transfer Information Sources, TIS Version 1

What information sources have you used so far in considering a transfer? Select all that apply.

ONTransfer.ca website

Classmates, friends, or family/relatives

Guidance counsellor, faculty, or school advisor at my current/past institution
Messaging or information about transfer from posters, brochures, etc.
College, university, or Indigenous institute website

Colleges, universities, or Indigenous institutes that | have contacted

Other; please specify

Transfer Information Sources, TIS Version 2

What information sources have you used so far in considering a transfer? Select all that apply.

ONTransfer.ca website

Google/other internet search engine (e.g., Bing, Yahoo!)

Social media/vlogs/blogs/online forums (e.g., Facebook, YouTube, Reddit)
Classmates, friends, or family/relatives

Guidance counsellor, faculty, or school advisor at my current/past institution
Messaging or information about transfer from posters, brochures, etc.
College, university, or Indigenous institute website

Colleges, universities, or Indigenous institutes that | have contacted

Other; please specify

Transfer Destination, TIS Versions 1 and 2

Do you have any specific postsecondary institutions in Ontario in mind? Select all that apply.

* Yes, | have (a) specific college(s) in mind.

* Yes, | have (a) specific university (universities) in mind.

* Yes, | have a specific Indigenous institute(s) in mind.

No, | don’t have any specific postsecondary institution in mind.
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Appendix C

Additional Results from TIS

FIGURE C1
Students Experiencing “A Great Deal of Difficulty” or “Quite a Bit of Difficulty” by Transfer
Information Source Consulted and TIS Version

ONTransfer.ca

PSE institution websites

Classmates, friends, and relatives

Guidance counsellors, faculty, and school advisors

Information about transfer from written materials

PSE institutions that | have contacted

Internet search engine(s) mTIS Version 2
TIS Version 1

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Social media, vlogs, blogs, and online forums

Percentage of Students

TABLE C1

§§L‘{dents’ Use of Transfer Information Sourqgs by TIS Version
Information Source TI.S TI.S p-value

Version 2 Version 1

ONTransfer.ca 82% 77% 0.013
Internet search engine(s) 50% n/a n/a
PSE institution websites 49% 48% 0.910
Classmates, friends, and relatives 30% 38% <0.001
PSE institutions that | have contacted 17% 17% 0.990
Guidance counsellors, faculty, and school advisors 17% 21% 0.025
Social media, vlogs, blogs, and online forums 11% n/a n/a
Information from posters, brochures, etc. 11% 10% 0.350
Other 1% 3% 0.024
Total respondents 590 2137 n/a
Total information sources used 1573 4558 n/a
Average sources per respondent 27 21 <0.001

Note. The p-values are from t-test tests of the differences in means or proportions.
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TABLE C2
Students’ Use of Transfer Information Sources by Intended Destination, TIS Version 1

Information Source College University p-value
ONTransfer.ca 75% 78% 0.200
Classmates, friends, and relatives 33% 39% 0.016
Guidance counsellors, faculty, and school advisors 16% 22% 0.014
Information from posters, brochures, etc. 7% 10% 0.050
PSE institution websites 41% 49% 0.001
PSE institutions that | have contacted 17% 17% 0.860
Other 4% 2% 0.015
Respondents 488 1482 n/a
Selections 939 3195 n/a
Average selections per respondent 1.9 2.2 <0.001

Note. The p-values are from t-test tests of the differences in means or proportions.

TABLE C3

Students’ Usage Patterns of Transfer Information Sources, TIS Version 1

....................... - UsedAverageaddltlonaI
Information source

alone sources

ONTransfer.ca 23.2% 0.8
PSE institution websites 7.0% 1.0
Classmates, friends, and relatives 1.4% 11
Guidance counsellors, faculty, and school advisors 1.4% 1.5
PSE institutions that | have contacted 1.3% 1.7
Information from posters, brochures, etc. <1% 1.8

Total / overall average 35.6% 11
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