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Abstract— This research to practice full paper presents 

empirical work exploring the transition experiences of transfer 

students into computing degrees in Scotland. Students on this 

journey face transitional barriers as they adapt to the change in 

culture, come to terms with their altered student identity, and 

overcome academic and social integration issues.  The study 

discussed employed the graphical research method of photo-

elicitation to gather and document perceptions of thirteen 

students during the first stage of their higher education journey, 

as they prepare to make the transition from community college 

into a university.  A further ten participants shared their 

experience of transition during the first few weeks at university 

through photovoice and in-depth IPA interviews, providing 

insight into the usually unseen aspects of transition, moving 

home, adjusting to a long commute, experiencing loneliness and 

anxiety, benefiting from peer support and friendship. Through 

graphical research methods and interpretative phenomenological 

analysis, the participants have shaped the research through their 

narrative, their photographs, and their discussion to form a 

representation of the phenomenon under examination.   

Findings are shared which identified this as a “journey that 

motivated”, one that made “university possible” and one that 

combined two “different worlds”.  This study found that the 

students’ perceptions and experiences of transition were diverse 

and highlight the need to understand the key aspects of 

adjustment.  This paper explores a theoretical framework adapted 

from the Model of Organizational influence on the development 

of Learner Identity [1], that can be applied across institutions for 

all students in transition.  Grounded in the literature the 

framework demonstrates the student perspectives before the 

transition and, experience after the transition.  This framework 

provides a mechanism for improving the transition for computing 

and engineering students moving into university study and makes 

a valuable contribution to computing education. 

 

Keywords— transfer students, higher education, preparation, 

qualitative, phenomenology, photo elicitation 

I. INTRODUCTION 

“Transition is often depicted as a problematic 

phase that must be smoothed, bridged and made successful, 

with the help of staff and institutional initiatives” [2].  

Students who join university as transfer students in 

computing and engineering often struggle to fit in and 

experience a lengthy period of adjustment which can see 

them face challenges both academically and socially.  These 

individuals can feel less worthy, less able, and often 

initially, do not identify as university students.  Coming 

from community college can have a stigma, a lower status.  
Sometimes these students do not meet the standard first year 

entry requirements for university study, or they may be the 

first in their family to follow this path.  Their transition can 

be difficult. 

Nonetheless, within Scotland, students that 

transition from community college courses into a university 

degree programme are following a route known to be 

fundamental in supporting disadvantaged learners to 

progress to degree study [3].  The Scottish Funding Council 

(SFC) believe that the development of articulation pathways 
provides a clear widening access route and have set 

ambitious targets for Scottish universities to increase this 

provision.  Students taking this route are faced with 

additional challenges and are more likely to drop out of their 

studies [4].   This paper explores computing students on this 

journey from community college to university education 

who experience transition as associate students, a term and 

identity which is worthy of further exploration due to the 

limited research with this group of students.  Using 

interpretative and graphical methods this paper will allow 

the students following this route to share their experience 

not only through words but also through photographs. 

This research focuses on associate students, an 

identity and additional route from community college into 

the university which was developed through additional 

funding in 2013.  The background of this development is 
explored in Context section.  Most researchers in the field 

agree that identity is socially constructed and formed of our 

self-belief, our interactions and the social groups we inhabit, 

which in turn, influence our norms, expectations and beliefs 

[5].  Student identity has formed through school experiences 

and for the students in this study, also formed through the 

impact of their community college time.  Listening to the 

student voice involves exploring their lived experiences of 

adjustment, hearing their expectations and perceptions. 

There is now a considerable body of research 

which suggests that educational transitions are recognised as 

multiple, multi-dimensional and individual [6][7][8][9] 

providing universities with a difficult challenge in 

determining appropriate methods of support.  Listening to 

the student's voice offers insight for institutions and 
provides an opportunity for students to shape the support 

mechanisms on offer.  This study recommends a framework 

for supporting students in transition.  The Model of 

Organisational influence on the development of Learner 

Identity [1], is highly regarded and focuses on the 

development of learner identity which is underpinned by 

Tinto’s principles which recommend developing a 



supportive culture for learner development. This study 

draws upon the first section of the model, exploring 

imagining, aspiration, expectations and skills and 

knowledge.  The process of adjustment and how students 

themselves experience this during transition is fundamental 
to this study.  The model is discussed fully in the 

Conceptual Framework chapter. 

Exploring the experience of computing and 

engineering transfer students is of interest to other 
universities who support students and more widely within 

higher education as we explore the student voice.  This 

study examines the perceptions and experience of the 

students and adds to the body of work around educational 

transitions.   

Ethical approval for this research has been granted 

from the Edinburgh Napier Faculty Research Integrity 

Committee.   At all times ethical considerations and the 

privacy of all participants has been prioritised, obtaining 

informed consent from individuals and anonymising 

contributions from all students.  Throughout this paper, 

participants are identified by P [unique number].  The 

number of participants is higher due to some individuals 

taking part in the initial photographic stage but not 

completing the discussion element. 

The paper begins by discussing educational 

transitions in the context of widening participation.  The 

paper describes the Associate Student Transition Model as 

mechanism for institutions to support transfer students. 

II. CONTEXT 

A. Widening Participation 

Widening Participation can be defined as the 
interventions and mechanisms put in place by institutions to 
encourage and support individuals from all backgrounds, in 
particular, those who have had limited exposure to higher 
education and those who have been “discouraged by social, 
cultural, economic or institutional barriers” to enter the 
higher education environment [10].   

Since 2012, the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) 
followed an outcomes-based approach to funding and 
worked alongside community colleges and universities to 
agree targets and priorities in return for their funding from 
the Scottish Government.  Through these Outcome 
Agreements (OA), colleges and universities are expected to 
grow their provision for students from the most deprived 
communities [11]. Despite this emphasis, the SFC’s 
Triennial Review on Widening Access states that 
“universities have an under-representation from the most 
deprived communities in Scottish universities” [12].  This 
denotes the continued requirement to chase the ambition set 
out by the First Minister in 2014 – that 20% of new entrants 
to HE in 2030 should come from the 20% most deprived 
areas in Scotland.  Community colleges play a key role in 
widening participation with 47 per cent of students who 
continue their studies at university making up 90 per cent of 
university students from disadvantaged backgrounds.   

 

B. Transitions 

The process or journey of transition can start before the 
physical change in campus or school location, with the 
introduction of preparation and pre-transition activities.  
Students arrive at university from many different pathways, 
having experienced different educational institutions and 
with varying perceptions of university and higher education.  
Research by [13] found that the differences students 
experienced between their college and university harmed 
their confidence, causing uncertainty and lowering their 
sense of belonging.  These transitions are, therefore, not 
linear but complex and chaotic [14][15].  Transition to higher 
education is frequently cited as causing increased levels of 
anxiety and stress in students [16][17][18][19][20]. 

Before transition, students are often encouraged to 
prepare, and educational establishments at the next level 
frequently put bridging or access programmes in place to 
help students cross the ‘boundary’.  These pre-entry support 
programmes are found to be a critical element for student 
participation and success, with authors such as [21] reporting 
that students are impacted by fear of failure and a lack of 
confidence which can be improved by preparation activities.  
Lack of preparation can cause students to under-achieve and 
subsequently drop-out of university [4]. Bridging 
programmes have been shown to address a range of barriers, 
‘providing participants with a clear and realistic pathway to 
admission’[3].  These programmes provide a means of 
familiarisation with campuses, tutors, classmates and 
teaching styles, increasing aspiration, and removing barriers.  
A study by the Higher Education Academy examined pre-
entry interventions and emphasised the importance of 
interventions which nurture the formation of peer group 
support, both academically and socially [22].   

 

C. Conceptual Framework 

A conceptual framework is the system of concepts, 

assumptions, expectations, beliefs and theories that support 

and inform the research [23].  When following an 

interpretative study, it is important to acknowledge that it is 
impossible to be completely free from bias.  Following a 

framework brings informed insight to the research by 

listening to the body of work surrounding the topic under 

study and can ensure the researcher has surfaced any biases 

and preconceptions she may have.  

The Model of Organisational Influence on the 

Development of Learner Identity [1] drew on the work of 

several scholars and the authors believed that establishing a 

positive learning identity was essential for developing 

persistence and success as a university student.  The studies 

identified twelve factors that enable the growth of student 
identity.  The model considers organisational influences, and 

this study can draw on the first section of the model which 

explores the aspiration and expectations the student develops 

as they begin to consider a future which includes university 

study.  The second stage, commitment, represents the 

application.  In the third section, the student moves through 

five stages – adjustment, development, gaining confidence, 

gaining autonomy and achievement.  Finally, the student 

identifies and achieves success.  The influences of the 

university, their administrative process, the support offered, 



the teaching methods, and personal contact are all 

incorporated in the model through the boxes on either side.   

For this study, it is perceived that associate students may 

have already achieved some of these factors by registering as 

associate students during their time in college.  They are 
exposed to interventions which seek to inspire and prepare 

them for the transition.  How the students perceive, adjust 

and experience transition is the focus of this study.   

 
 

III. METHODOLOGY 

The study incorporated three data collection methods, 
interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), photovoice 
and photo elicitation interviews (PEI) and each of these is 
now examined.  Phenomenology is a philosophy that 
examines how individuals make sense of the world and using 
phenomenology for this study allows the researcher to gather 
a comprehensive account of the lived experience of students 
and to derive ‘general or universal meaning’ [24].   
Phenomenology is a qualitative research design which 
focuses on the commonality of a lived experience within a 
particular group and has been used extensively in research 
from sociology, psychology, health sciences and education 
[25].   

Photo-elicitation is ‘based on the simple idea of inserting 
a photograph (or photographs) into a qualitative interview’ 
[26] to elicit data.  The photo-elicitation method uses 
photographs to generate verbal discussion [27]  and can help 
keep the interview structured and stimulating [28].  This 
method enables the researcher to add depth and detail to the 
participants' accounts [29] and encourages discussion of 
more abstract and/or sensitive aspects [30]. 

Photovoice is a participatory photography methodology 
in which participants use a camera to generate data, directly 
involving them in the research process.  The photographs are 
used to support critical reflection amongst the participants 
and provide the researcher with ‘direct entry into their point 
of view’[31][32].  Within educational research, photovoice 
has been used as a research method in many studies (see 
[33][34][35][36], however, it remains underused in the field 
of transition.   

IPA interviews are underpinned and influenced by 
phenomenology, hermeneutics and idiography.  In simple 
terms, IPA is a qualitative research method which examines 
how individuals make sense of their major life experiences, 
meaning-focused; it is committed to understanding first-
person experiences from a third-person position.  As the 
participants are trying to make sense of their world, the 
researcher is trying to make sense of the participants trying 
to make sense of their world [37].  

Employing these methods, the data collection took place 
over three distinct years starting with the pilot project during 
the academic year 2015/16 followed by two further phases in 
2016/17 and 2017/18.  There were 23 participants in total, a 
number appropriate for the phenomenological nature of this 
study; six students took part in the IPA interviews over the 
three years, there were four photovoice participants over two 
years and 13 photo-elicitation participants composed of two 
focus groups.   

IV. FINDINGS 

Findings have shown that before transition, whilst 

studying at community college students have demonstrated 

their understanding of transition and of the adjustment 

necessary.  They have a realistic view of university study.  

For many, this route has provided them with access to future 

study which might not otherwise have been an option and 

they are motivated by the challenges that lie ahead.  Moving 

as a cohort, and with friends, provides comfort and eases the 

‘pain-barrier’ of adjustment.  There is a realisation that 

college in itself is not preparation with the teaching 

environment described as ‘spoon-feeding’.  However, the 

associate students understand the skills necessary such as 
report writing and self-direction.  They have an awareness of 

the campus and teaching changes they will experience and 

appear ready for the challenge.   

There were many similarities drawn with existing 

literature, but it must be noted that much of the literature 

cited has used participants after transition.  The level of 

understanding of the university environment and sense of 

motivation garnered from being part of the associate student 

route is a recognised conclusion for this study in helping to 

understand the perceptions and experiences of associate 

students. 

After transition into university, the stories and 

experiences shared by the student photovoice and IPA 

participants demonstrate their feelings of this change.  The 

photographs chosen as most representative of the student 
community is shown in Figures 1 to 6.   

The stories told exhibit a wide range of experience 

and give insight into the often-unseen details of this journey.  

Students were moving to a new house, adjusting to a new 

commute, experiencing loneliness and anxiety but also peer 

support and friendship.  They struggled with the large 

campus and large class sizes but embraced the new social 

spaces, extended opening hours and opportunities to become 

a night-time student.  They reflected on their journey to 

university and were grateful for the opportunity and 

additional benefits being an associate student had given 
them. 



V. ASSOCIATE STUDENT TRANSITION FRAMEWORK 

The Briggs model begins with a cycle of aspiration, 

imagining and developing expectations.  According to 

Briggs, during this stage, the student imagines and aspires to 

be a university student who is developing relevant 

education-related skills and knowledge.  “This leads to 

commitment to apply and take up a university place.” [1] 

This study has provided an exploration of the experience of 

associate students pre- and post-transition.  This framework 

is born out of the recognition that associate student have a 

different experience, they develop their commitment earlier, 

and the interventions provided inform their aspiration and 

expectations.  The dual enrolment afforded to them as 
associate students inform their transition experience, their 

commitment and the timing and impact of their adjustment.  

The area of contribution from this study does not cover the 

entire Briggs model but instead focuses on the pre-transition 

stage at college and the extended adjustment stage during 

the first trimester at university.   

 

 

A. Aspiring 

This study has shown that, in agreement with [1]) raising 

aspiration is important.  Aspiration can be defined as hope 

or ambition of achieving something.  The participants were 

hopeful for their career aspirations and recognized the 

importance of a degree in helping them achieve their goals.  

They were motivated and inspired for their future – ‘It’s 

amazing here.  It makes me wonder where my future will 

lead’ (P22). 
The associate students in this study had raised their 

aspirations and were ‘ready to move on and for the 

challenge.  I don’t feel like a college student anymore, being 

at Merchiston definitely made a difference, it, like, changed 

my whole mindset’ (P14).  Being allowed to experience the 

university environment, over an extended period clearly 

increases aspiration and is an important contributor to the 

positive experience of the associate students.  These feelings 

are linked very closely with their student identity and how 

they imagine university study to be. 

B. Imagining 

Some of the participants described feeling like a ‘real’ 

student when they visited the campus and described it as ‘a 

much more grown-up environment’ (P16).  They didn’t need 

to imagine, they could experience, and they were university 

students.  Imagining themselves as graduates had a profound 

impact on some - ‘I hope to see myself in one of those 
gowns.  It’s a reality check’ (P27). 

Throughout this study, the participants demonstrated that 

their self-image and future aspirations were not fixed.  Some 

experiences motivated and confirmed their confidence in 

university studies, others overwhelmed and made them 

question their ability.  Allowing these experiences and the 

consequent impacts to occur early in their college studies, 

provides space for development and personal growth. 

C. Developing expectations 

The associate students develop expectations, and the 

interventions allow them to experience university life, to 

meet staff and students and experience the campus.  

Developing expectations is closely related to preparation 

activities.  This study has demonstrated that experiencing 

university life and preparation activities ensures students 

have a clear path into the third year of the degree program.  

For some, the development of this awareness caused levels 
of anxiety with one participant commenting on a lecture 

theatre as being ‘really intimidating’ (P24).   

This study agrees with [1] that learners expect that they 

will learn more independently at university, with 

participants confirming that ‘the majority of the stuff is your 

own work’ (P25). 

D. Awareness of skills and knowledge 

During community college, students were also said to be 

acquiring skills and knowledge, ‘they develop pre-transition 

the skills and knowledge that support independent 

undergraduate learning’ [1].  However, the proposed model 

deviates from this; the students in this study were found to 

have an awareness of the skills needed for successful 

university study but they were less active in acquiring these.  

For this reason, this was replaced with ‘Awareness of Skills 

and Knowledge’. 

This was confirmed by P12 who stated ‘[university 
lecturers] must know we just join from college and are 

unprepared’ (P12).  The participants were aware of 

academic differences, of differences in programming 

languages, software specifications and much more.  

However, there was little evidence that most students acted 

upon this information.  After transition, however, they 

reflected that both the college and university should have 

covered these items in more detail – ‘some of the skills I 

feel, like referencing and reports, they should have taught us 

that at college.  It should have been covered in more detail 

here’ (P27).   

 

E. Adjustment 

In her research, Briggs then showed the student journey 

as progressing to adjustment.  Students in this study were 

found to experience a vital and extended period of 

adjustment.  This research has identified five fundamental 

influences on an associate student transition, and these 
emerged throughout the study as superordinate themes. 

 



Adjustment is not a step in a process, it is a period of 

time which varies for each individual.  For the associate 

students in this study, adjustment begins during the 

interventions whilst they study at college before and 

continues way beyond their transition.  In the new 
framework, adjustment becomes a grey area, represented by 

a broken line, which envelops all stages – from college into 

their first trimester and beyond.  

The framework identifies five new areas (discussed 

below) with each one being informed by the findings of this 

study and grounded in the literature.  Understanding the 

experience of students in transition has identified these 

components along with key themes and areas highlighted by 

the literature. 

 

1) Preparation 

This research found that associate students at college felt 

the role of preparing them for the transition to university lay 
with the college, with several stating that ‘college hasn’t 

really prepared us’ (P13) and ‘I think within the college 

there could have been more about planning how to do 

things and how to look ahead’ (P5).  Although existing 

research explored the impact of adjustment and [38] stress 

the importance of allowing applicants to imagine what being 

a university student is like before and during transition, the 

research failed to explore what preparedness means from an 

individual perspective.   

Associate students shared awareness of academic skills 

such as report writing and referencing – ‘some of the skills I 
feel, like referencing and reports, they should have taught us 

that at college.  I know that every report at uni you need to 

do that.  It should have been covered in more detail here’ 

(P27).  Despite their awareness of the skills gap, very few of 

the associate students took personal responsibility for 

resolving this.  Some looked to the university for 

adjustments – ‘They [university lecturers] must know we 

just join from college and are unprepared’ (P12).  A few of 

the participants were prepared, stating ‘It still took a bit of 

adjustment but being an associate student and having had 

that level of involvement meant I had the confidence to take 

that on’ (P11). 
This study confirms that for students in transition from 

community college to university, despite numerous 

interventions and opportunities to explore and experience 

the university, preparation takes place before, during and 

after transition. 

 

2) Self-concept 

The participants in this study had the opportunity to 

identify as a college student, a university student or an 

associate student.  Some identified as more than one and this 

varied depending on circumstance and self-esteem.  For 

some, being an associate student allowed them to progress 
to university – a journey they hadn’t anticipated.  For others, 

imagining themselves as a university student increased their 

motivation and encouraged them to alter their behavior to 

increase their chances of success – ‘…..I have a lot more 

focus and am a lot more motivated.  I’m motivated to be a 

university student, much more than I ever was in college’ 

(P22).  Coming from college was seen as a ‘different world’ 

(P2) by others, and their experience during adjustment made 

them feel like a ‘new student’ (P2). 

How the participants identified was not found to be 

significant.  The significance and impact of the associate 

student project lies in the opportunity for progression.  To 

feel worthy and accepted, to realize you have a place.  

Students adapted to their new self-concept and many thrived 
in the higher expectations, and the onus placed upon them to 

adapt and exhibit their university status [46][47].  Some 

struggled in the unfamiliar environment and more can be 

done to ensure staff work to enforce positive dialogues and 

expectations from associate students.   

 

3) Social aspects 

The framework includes social aspects as fundamental to 

adjustment.  This study showed that associate students who 

move to university with existing classmates benefited from 

the comfort this brought – ‘we know most of the people in 

the class so it’s not going to be as intimidating’ (P23).  

Although class size has been highlighted as an academic 
difference, participants highlighted the significance of the 

social aspects – ‘there’s a different kind of relationship.  

You’re not as close to your lecturers here’ (P24).  Students 

also experienced feelings of loss – ‘there is not this sense of 

unity, kind of.  Like, a class or group that you had in 

college’ (P12). Several of the participants discussed feelings 

of loneliness and isolation and highlighted the significance 

of their existing friendship group and sticking with the 

people they knew.   

Social adjustment takes place as students adjust to their 

new circumstance.  Sticking with existing groups during 
adjustment allows the students to confirm current 

expectations and beliefs [39].  This safety net can increase 

confidence and encourage identification with the university 

[40].  

Only one of the participants had joined a university 

society and research has shown that this is beneficial for 

social integration.  Universities must acknowledge the 

changing demographic of their student body where direct-

entrants and those defined as ‘new students’ [41]- 

individuals who only attend timetabled sessions [42]  are 

spending vastly shorter periods of time on campus [43] than 

traditional higher education students.   
 

4) Physical environment 

The study agrees with previous authors that the change 

in physical location and finding your way around a new 

campus is ‘a bit scary’ (P13) and requires adjustment over 

time.  Having access to the campus during their college 

studies provided opportunities for aspiration raising and 

familiarization.  However, despite previous campus tours 

and visits to lecture and tutorial rooms, participants got lost 

and experienced anxiety.   

Associate students were inspired by the campus before 

transition and after transition were complimentary of the 
enhanced resources and facilities such as library, study 

spaces and 24-hour access.  Outside the campus, a small 

proportion of the participants had moved to new living 

accommodation and were experiencing adjustment to a new 

city and environment.  These are significant life changes but 

none of the academics in the study acknowledged the 

outside influencers which students were dealing with. 

 

5) Academic differences 



It is very important to increase awareness and 

understanding of the academic differences experienced by 

associate students.  The literature has told us that institutions 

should build links and continuity [44], highlighting the 

significance of adjustment to the new academic and social 
demands [45].  This academic difference is not 

preparedness, it is understanding, awareness and acceptance 

of the specific changes in pedagogy and assessment.  

Research around the specific changes focused on self-direct 

learning and preparedness [42][43]. 

Within this study, academic difference was the only 

theme identified by all participants.  The participants 

realized ‘it’s going to be tough’ (P13) and “I don’t think the 

way we write, and work is the same, there are different 

levels’ (P13).  They realized that self-directed study was 

important – ‘it’s up to you if you look at it, if you want to 

progress your own learning’ (P29). 
These findings have demonstrated that students, pre- and 

post-transition, are aware of the difference in skills and 

knowledge between the educational establishments.  What is 

surprising is that there is little effort, at least from the 

discussion in this study, of either the students themselves 

trying to update their skills accordingly, or of academics 

adjusting the content of their teaching to ease or allow for 

adjustment post-transition. 

 

VI. CONTRIBUTION AND FUTURE WORK 

This paper adds to the existing body of knowledge 
on transition by filling a gap in the understanding of the 

perceptions and experiences of associate students.  This is 

an important area which is under-researched.  In addition, 

developing a framework of associate student transition has 

created a method for disseminating the findings to the wider 

HE community.  This framework builds on existing work 

and allows for community college and university staff to 

develop their own methods of support focusing on this key 

group of students and their specific needs through the stages 

of transition.   

The issues and topics explored in this paper 

provide an opportunity for future research.  The framework 
suggested in this study is not definitive but provides insight 

into the individual participants in this study and represents 

their perceptions and experience of transition.  The 

framework produced should be applied in alternative 

transition situations such as primary to secondary school and 

non-standard routes to understand appropriate support 

methods and to add to the body of work around student 

transition. 

During the final academic year of this study, 

2020/21 COVID-19 dominated the world.  This caused 

learning and support services within universities and 
colleges to move online.  There will be long term 

consequences across education at all levels.  Future research 

to examine the impact on students, particularly those in 

transition, would allow student support to be tailored 

appropriately and would add to an important area of 

research. 

This study has been primarily concerned with the 

perceptions and experience of associate students.  The 

nature of this data does not allow the researcher to 

determine what a true account is, nor does it allow for 

generalizations to be drawn.  One of the main limitations of 

the study was the small number of participants and the tight 

window of data collection.  Although IPA requires a small 

number of participants, this, aligned with data collection for 

each group at one point in time, has only provided a narrow 
view of the students' transition. 

However, this project is the first comprehensive 

investigation of associate students using both graphical 

research and IPA methods.  The insights gained from this 

study may be of assistance to further and higher education 

institutions and are a valuable addition to the work on 

transition.   
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