
Beyond Access: 
Explaining Socioeconomic Differences in

College Transfer

Sara Goldrick-Rab
Fabian T. Pfeffer

University of Wisconsin–Madison

Reducing socioeconomic differences in college transfer requires understanding how and why

parental education, occupational class, and family income are associated with changing col-

leges. Building on prior studies of traditional community college transfer, the authors explore

relationships between those factors and two types of transfer among four-year college stu-

dents. The results indicate that reverse transfer—the move from a four-year to a community

college—is more common among students from less-educated families partly because of lower

levels of academic performance during their freshman year. In contrast, students from advan-

taged backgrounds in terms of class and income are more likely than are others to engage in

a lateral transfer—from a four-year to a four-year college—which may reflect individual pref-

erences for changing colleges, rather than a reaction to poor academic performance.

Implications for policy and practice are discussed in light of the fact that only reverse transfer

is associated with lower rates of completion of bachelor’s degrees.

Sociology of Education 2009, Vol. 82 (April): 101–125 101

Students are usually said to make three
college decisions: whether to go, where
to attend, and whether to finish a degree

(Manski and Wise 1983). Inequalities persist
in each choice, such that children from
socioeconomically disadvantaged families are
less likely to enter college, attend elite institu-
tions, and earn bachelor’s degrees (e.g.,
Cabrera, Burkum, and La Nasa 2005; Hearn
1991; Karen 2002; Paulsen and St. John
2002). But after they access college and
before they complete degrees, students con-
front numerous additional choices that affect
their chances of finishing school, including
how many classes to take, whether to work,
and—the focus of this article—whether to
transfer colleges. Although popular concep-
tion holds that the college experience takes
place at one school, nearly half of all contem-
porary undergraduates attend more than one

college (McCormick 2003). Moreover, while
research on college transfer has traditionally
focused on students who begin at communi-
ty colleges and move to baccalaureate-grant-
ing institutions, changing colleges is also
common among students who start at four-
year schools (Goldrick-Rab 2006).

Past research has consistently identified
large differences in rates of traditional com-
munity college transfer between advantaged
and disadvantaged students (e.g., Dougherty
1987; Dougherty and Kienzl 2006; Lee and
Frank 1990; Velez and Javalgi 1987). Indeed,
the low rates of movement to four-year col-
leges by low-income and minority communi-
ty college students have caused many ana-
lysts to question the value of a differentiated
higher education system that may divert stu-
dents from more opportunities than it pro-
vides them (e.g., Brint and Karabel 1989;
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Dougherty 1994). Yet social inequalities in
transfer among four-year college students
have been identified and examined in only
one known study, which found that even
within that relatively advantaged group of
students, those from families of lower socioe-
conomic status (SES) transfer schools less suc-
cessfully (Goldrick-Rab 2006). Although that
finding confirmed other work on transfer and
may therefore be considered unsurprising, it
suggests socioeconomic variations in the rea-
sons why students change colleges. Since the
transfers are not motivated by the need to
attend a school that grants bachelor’s
degrees, the question is this: Do four-year col-
lege students of lower SES move to other col-
leges because they lack information, financial
resources, or academic preparation? On the
other hand, is college transfer among more
advantaged students based more on person-
al preference or educational expectations
than on financial or academic necessity? Any
effort to reduce social inequality in college
transfer will rely on answers to these ques-
tions. In particular, both policy interventions
and sociological theories of stratification in
higher education require a better under-
standing of precisely which aspects of family
background are linked to which kinds of
mobility and why. Generating knowledge to
facilitate that understanding is the task of this
article.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

We begin by describing variation in how stu-
dents attend college in the United States and
what is known about the relationship
between family background and the college
experience.

Contemporary College Trajectories

The manner in which today’s students
encounter college is complex. Nationally, 27
percent of students take some time off after
they enter school, 39 percent attend part
time, and 31 percent change their major at
least once (Ingels et al. 2002). Delaying
enrollment and enrolling part time in college
are behaviors that are more common among

less-well-off students (Adelman 1999; Bozick
and DeLuca 2005). In addition, students are
moving in, out, and among colleges and uni-
versities at higher rates than ever before.
Between the 1970s and 1990s, the number of
schools that the average undergraduate
attended increased from one to three, and
the proportion of students attending more
than one college rose from 51 percent to 57
percent (Adelman 1999; Adelman, Daniel,
and Berkovits 2003).1

The two primary forms of mobility among
students at four-year colleges are lateral trans-
fer and reverse transfer. Lateral transfer is
movement to another institution of the same
type (in this study, to another four-year insti-
tution), and reverse transfer is movement to a
community college. The data used for this
study indicate that 19.5 percent of students
who start at a four-year college engage in at
least one lateral transfer during their college
careers and as many as 15.5 percent make a
reverse transfer (see Table 1). Nevertheless,
studies of transfer have overwhelmingly
focused on entering community college stu-
dents (e.g., Dougherty, 1987; Lee and Frank
1990; Velez and Javalgi 1987). The literature
on reverse transfer is sparse, and the data in
those studies tend to come from a single or
small set of institutions (e.g., Bach et al. 2000;
Winter and Harris 1999), which makes it near-
ly impossible to draw conclusions about
either the background characteristics of such
students or their motivations for changing
colleges (Townsend and Dever 1999).

Students’ Mobility and Completion
of Degrees

What, if any, consequences does changing
colleges hold for completing a degree?
Following the dominant theoretical models of
students’ persistence in college that empha-
size attendance at a single institution, most
empirical research on the completion of
degrees has neglected to account for stu-
dents’ mobility. The handful of studies that, at
a minimum, controlled for the number of col-
leges attended or, at best, took the direction
of mobility into account (e.g., Adelman 1999,
2006; McCormick and Carroll 1997) pro-
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duced mixed findings. Some found no effect
of mobility, while others found relatively small
negative effects. The variation in findings can
be attributed to the quality of the measure of
mobility (whether it was based on transcript
data or students’ self-reports and whether the
direction of mobility was accounted for) and
restrictions placed on the sample (for exam-
ple, whether all students or only those at
four-year schools were included). Further-
more, the ability to draw conclusions about
causal effects from prior research is limited by
an overall lack of consideration of selection
effects; in other words, students who change
colleges may have important but unmea-
sured characteristics that also affect their
chances of completing degrees. 

In an analysis described elsewhere, we
used econometric methods to estimate the
causal effects of students’ mobility by com-
paring the completion of degrees by reverse-
transfer and lateral-transfer students who
started at four-year colleges as well as stu-
dents who began at two-year colleges
(Goldrick-Rab and Pfeffer 2007). We found
that lateral transfer does not appear to reduce
students’ chances of completing degrees and
that while reverse transfer to a community
college is disadvantageous relative to staying
enrolled at a four-year college or laterally
transferring to another four-year college, it
results in higher rates of completion of
degrees than does the alternative of starting
initially at a community college. On the basis
of those findings, we believe that inequalities
in the rates of reverse transfer (rather than in
the rates of lateral transfer) are likely to be
consequential for stratification in college out-
comes. 

Social Background and the
Decision to Change Colleges

Effects of social background operate to make
children from the same type of families
appear more alike than children from differ-
ent families (Jencks 1972). Persistent relation-
ships between social background and higher
education outcomes, particularly access and
completion, have been extensively docu-
mented (e.g., Ellwood and Kane 2000;
Haveman and Wilson 2007; Hearn 1984,

1991; Karen 2002). Students engage in the
tertiary sector at different rates, enroll in dis-
parate parts of the system, and reach sub-
stantially stratified outcomes, depending, in
part, on their family of origin. In one nation-
ally representative study, 56 percent of eighth
graders whose parents did not attend college
went on to pursue a postsecondary educa-
tion, compared to 95 percent of those who
had at least one college-educated parent
(Ingels et al. 2002). More recent estimates
have identified a 50 percentage-point gap in
college going for students from the bottom
and top quarters of the income distribution, a
gap that is only slightly smaller (about 40
points) when conditioned on high school
graduation (Haveman and Wilson 2007).2
When they do attend college, poor students
are less likely to apply to and be accepted at
four-year institutions and elite private colleges
and universities (Alon 2001; Hearn 1991;
McDonough 1997; McPherson and Shapiro
1991). Partly as a result, there is substantial
variation in college completion: Conditional
on going to college, 25.9 percent of students
in the bottom 25 percent of the income dis-
tribution earn a degree, compared to 59.1
percent of those in the top 25 percent
(Haveman and Wilson 2007). Completion
rates differ even among relatively advantaged
students who begin at four-year institutions;
one national survey found a 28 percentage-
point difference in earned bachelor’s degrees
between students from the bottom and top
quintiles of the income distribution and a 41
percentage-point gap between students with
and without parents with bachelor’s degrees
(authors’ calculations based on the National
Educational Longitudinal Study, NELS). 

Sociological theory indicates that parental
education, parental occupation, and family
income may exert independent and different
impacts on how students attend college.
Parental education has been consistently
identified as an important indicator of college
attainment. Students with college-educated
parents are more likely to attend and com-
plete school, and that advantage persists
even among children from lower-income
families (Ishitani 2006; Pascarella and
Terenzini 2005). The relationship between
parental education and postsecondary
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schooling is usually attributed to the greater
levels of specific and accurate information
that college-educated parents provide their
children, information that can be essential to
students’ ability to plan, prepare for, and suc-
cessfully navigate their college careers. 

Social-class categories signal “a complex of
life conditions that are bound together in a
package” and that may extend beyond eco-
nomic or educational forces alone (Grusky
and Weeden 2006:90). A classical, though
not uncontroversial, approach to denoting
class status is the use of occupational posi-
tions (see Wright 2005 for an overview of the
most important contributions). The occupa-
tion of one’s parents can be interpreted to
denote the social role that the parents play
outside the home and to connote information
about the parents’ technical and social skills
as well as current and future economic
prospects (Hauser and Warren 1997; Wright
2005). Thus, distinguishing among students
on the basis of their parents’ occupations
allows for an analysis of children who were
raised in advantaged and disadvantaged set-
tings and their corresponding life chances.

The persistent and intensifying relationship
between family income and college attain-
ment has been well documented (Belley and
Lochner 2007; Ellwood and Kane 2000;
Guldi, Page, and Stevens 2007; Haveman and
Wilson 2007; Lochner and Monge-Naranjo
2008). One theory is that low-income stu-
dents attend and complete college at lower
rates—despite the large, long-term, and
increasing financial payoff—because they are
unable to borrow the funds that are necessary
to cover their costs. Researchers have largely
rejected this theory, however (Dynarski and
Scott-Clayton 2006). There is clear evidence
of a strong and growing relationship between
family income and graduation, even in the
absence of any direct costs for college atten-
dance. Family income is also closely related to
other factors of students’ upbringing that
have an impact on the likelihood of college
graduation. For example, low-income stu-
dents attend elementary and secondary
schools where they are taught by teachers
who are less experienced and less effective
(Clotfelter, Ladd, and  Vigdor 2005). They are
also more likely to be raised by parents who

lack a college education and are less able to
provide academic and other forms of support
for their children while they are in high school
or afterward. Some low-income families are
led by single parents who, even if they could
help, have less time to spend with their chil-
dren as they juggle the demands of work and
family life (Lareau and Weininger 2008). But,
fundamentally, the issue is not whether there
is a relationship between income and college
graduation—there clearly is—but how public
policy can best address the problem. In our
study, we were unable to examine the rela-
tionship between financial aid and college
transfer because of the lack of measures of aid
in the data set we used.3 However, we were
able to draw on a range of precollege mea-
sures that may serve as valid proxies to assess
this point empirically (see the next section).

We argue that each of the discussed
aspects of social background—parental edu-
cation, social class, and family income—
potentially affects the way in which students
attend college. On the basis of the review
presented earlier, we expect independent
effects of each social background characteris-
tic, but past research has not assessed
whether and why these effects occur for dif-
ferent kinds of mobility. By addressing these
concerns, we significantly expand on two
prior studies that have yielded some first evi-
dence for a complex picture of social inequal-
ity in students’ college careers. The first study,
which used nationally representative data,
found that while the overall incidence of col-
lege transfer among four-year college stu-
dents does not vary by a student’s SES, there
are differences in the manner in which stu-
dents change colleges (Goldrick-Rab 2006).
Specifically, students from the bottom socioe-
conomic quintile have a higher probability of
changing colleges while experiencing an
interruption in enrollment, whereas more
advantaged students have a greater tendency
to move among schools fluidly without taking
time off. However, that study used a compos-
ite measure of SES, which encompassed edu-
cation, occupation, and family income, and
did not identify precisely which aspects of
social background were important to the
decision to transfer schools.4

The other study combined quantitative
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and qualitative analyses of the postsecondary
pathways of students in Chicago public
schools to examine the distinguishing charac-
teristics of students who changed colleges in
comparison to those who did not (Deil-Amen
and Goldrick-Rab 2009). The researchers
found that poor urban students who change
colleges are less likely to have a strong com-
mitment to their educational goals and, what
is important, lack an advocate who is invest-
ed in their plans to complete a bachelor’s
degree and who can help with postsecondary
“strategizing.” However, as we noted, that
study emphasized differences among poor
students and was unable to make compar-
isons across socioeconomic groups, since the
variation in socioeconomic standing of the
sample was low.

In addition to documenting the relation-
ship between different components of SES
with different types of student mobility, our
study also explored a set of factors that are
hypothesized to explain these associations. In
the literature, explanations for the lower lev-
els of college achievement among disadvan-
taged students include financial constraints
(Bettinger 2004; DesJardins, Ahlburg, and
McCall 2006; Paulsen and St. John 2002),
poor college preparation and academic track-
ing from kindergarten to the 12th grade
(Adelman 1999, 2006; Bowen, Kurzweil, and
Tobin 2005; Cabrera et al. 2005; Venezia and
Kirst 2005), inaccurate perceptions of eco-
nomic returns and other informational
deficits (Avery and Kane 2004; Beattie 2002;
Grodsky and Jones 2007; McDonough and
Calderone 2006; Rouse 2004), lower educa-
tional aspirations (Alexander, Bozick, and
Entwisle 2008; Reynolds et al., 2006), familial
and peer contexts (Kim and Schneider 2005;
Steelman and Powell 1989; Turley 2006),
unsupportive college practices (Rosenbaum,
Deil-Amen, and Person 2006; Tinto 1993),
and inadequate governmental policies
(Dynarski 2002; Kane 1994). There is little
consensus about the relative importance of
each of these mechanisms. Therefore, like
many other analysts, we rely on more than
one mechanism to explain the relationship
between social background and transfer.

More specifically, we examine high school
achievement, to test whether social differ-

ences in transfer behavior arise from earlier
demonstrated ability and academic prepared-
ness. On other hand, educational experiences
after high school—early college achievement
and initial college attributes—can also be
expected to play an independent role in
explaining social inequalities in students’
careers. One mechanism that is more closely
tied to a specific component of social back-
ground is educational expectations, which
have not only been shown to take a central
role in mediating the general process of inter-
generational transmission of advantage
(Sewell, Haller, and Portes 1969), but have
been argued to be a central factor in explain-
ing educational differences pertaining to
social class (Breen and Goldthorpe 1997).
Parental education can be hypothesized to
take its effects partly via the level of strategic
planning that the student may be able to real-
ize on the basis of parental advice and expe-
rience within the educational system. Finally,
we included proxy measures for financial con-
straints, which may explain possible effects of
family income. Note that although we
describe each of these factors (strategic plan-
ning, educational expectations, and financial
constraints) as potentially linked to a single
aspect of social background, in our models
we test for the ability of each to explain any
aspect of the effects of social background.  In
what follows, we give a detailed picture of
social inequalities in students’ transfer behav-
ior and then go on to test the explanatory
power of these mechanisms.

DATA AND METHODS

The data for this study came from the last
three waves of the National Education
Longitudinal Study (NELS), conducted by the
U.S. Department of Education. The survey
used a national probability sample of 25,000
eighth graders who were first surveyed in
1988 and reinterviewed during four addition-
al follow-ups. The fifth and final wave
occurred in 2000, when the students were
aged 26 or 27; at that time, 12,144 individu-
als were interviewed, and requests for the
postsecondary transcripts of the 9,602 stu-
dents who had attended college by 2000
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were submitted to the relevant institutions. A
total of 15,562 transcripts were received for
8,889 students. Thus, these students were fol-
lowed for eight years after high school grad-
uation, which provides a substantial window
within which to observe their postsecondary
pathways and completion rates, even for
those who transferred colleges. Still, to
reduce problems posed by right truncation of
the data, our sample included only students
who began their studies before 1995.

The sample used in this study was drawn
from the 2000 wave of NELS and included
only students who participated in the second
(1992), third (1994), and fourth (2000) fol-
low-ups; attended at least one postsecondary
institution; and had a complete transcript
record. Furthermore, only students who
began college at a four-year institution were
included, yielding a final sample of 4,716 stu-
dents. There were several substantive reasons
for focusing on students who started at four-
year colleges. First, starting college at a four-
year institution is the result of a series of selec-
tive processes (including applying to a four-
year school, gaining admission, and
enrolling) and thus represents advantage,
achievement, and aspirations. Conditioning
the sample in this way therefore diminished
the amount of unobserved heterogeneity
within the group we examined. However, we
also know that substantial socioeconomic
gaps in completion exist in the four-year pop-
ulation (Goldrick-Rab 2006). We were con-
cerned with drawing finer distinctions among
the postsecondary trajectories of students
who begin at four-year schools to gain a bet-
ter understanding of their stratified out-
comes. 

The assessment of student transfer relies
on NELS data from postsecondary transcripts
because these data provide more reliable
measures of transfer than does the self-report-
ed information found in the NELS basic
restricted-use file.5 In a comparison of tran-
script and self-reported data from the NELS,
Adelman (2004) found that students tend to
underreport the number of postsecondary
institutions they attend; for example, in the
NELS survey, nearly 10 percent of postsec-
ondary attendees failed to report at least one
institution. In gathering transcript data for

the NELS, survey officials first requested tran-
scripts for all the institutions a student report-
ed attending. They then requested transcripts
for schools that appeared on a student’s tran-
scripts but were not reported by the student
(i.e., attendance at an additional school was
evidenced by transfer credits). In this way, the
officials ensured a more complete postsec-
ondary history of students than if they had
relied on students’ reports. 

Measures

The appendix presents the description and
coding of all variables (dependent and inde-
pendent) that were used in the analyses. Two
central types of student mobility are distin-
guished: lateral transfers, denoting the move
from a four-year college in one year of study
to another four-year college in the following
year of study (July to June), and reverse trans-
fers, denoting the move from a four-year col-
lege in one year to a two-year college in the
next year. These clear-cut distinctions
become somewhat more complicated when
one considers cases of simultaneous enroll-
ment.6 Here, we identify lateral transfer as the
movement between “primary” institutions,
the latter being identified as the four-year col-
lege at which the student completed the
majority of credits in the given academic year.
To identify genuine reverse transfer correctly
in situations of simultaneous enrollment, we
imposed the restriction that the student did
not maintain any enrollment in the four-year
college attended in the preceding academic
year. Our measures of both lateral transfer
and reverse transfer recorded whether such
transfer behavior occurred at any point in the
college career.

The independent variables that were of
central interest to our analysis were three
social background characteristics. Parental
education was measured as the highest
degree attained by either parent in four cate-
gories ranging from high school or less to
higher than a BA degree. Our measure of
social class was based on students’ reports of
their fathers’ occupation and was captured in
a simplified version of the widely used EGP
class scheme (see, e.g., Breen, 2005; Erikson,
Goldthorpe, and Portocarero 1979), distin-
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guishing among the working class, the self-
employed, and the service class. Family
income was reported by parents in 1988 and
1992. To capture the economic well-being of
the family more accurately and reduce mea-
surement error, both reports were averaged.
Additional demographic characteristics of the
student included gender and race, whether
the family of origin was headed by a single
mother, and the number of siblings.

To disentangle the effects of the listed
ascriptive variables from differential student
achievement, the following high school mea-
sures were included: tested ability (using a
standardized test administered to NELS
seniors), grade point average (GPA), curricu-
lar intensity of the courses taken, and
whether the student ever changed high
schools. Tested ability was included as a mea-
sure of aptitude. GPA assessed both a stu-
dent’s achievement and commitment to
school. The curricular intensity measure,
which captured the degree of difficulty of the
courses a student took, was included as a
measure of college preparedness. Whether a
student changed high schools indicates both
the degree of the student’s engagement and
the negative achievement results associated
with a change in schools (see Rumberger and
Larson 1998).

Educational expectations of significant oth-
ers were measured as the expectation not
only of the father and mother for the student
to attend college, but of the students’ friends’
expectations. In addition, the preference for
having the child stay home to attend college
was included as a measure of the parents’
willingness to sacrifice college expectations
for family norms (Turley 2006). Finally,
whether these expectations by significant
others translate into the student’s own edu-
cational aspirations was indicated by whether
the student consistently planned to attain a
bachelor’s degree in both 1990 and 1992. As
measures of strategic planning, we included
information about whether the student par-
ticipated in any precollege programs,
whether the student’s parents were involved
in the student’s college decision, and the
number of colleges to which a student
applied as a high school senior. Financial con-
straints were captured by the parents’ per-

ception of whether they had enough money
for their eighth grader to attend college and
the parents’ report of whether their child had
applied for financial aid in the senior year of
high school. Manifested financial constraints
on the student side were meant to be cap-
tured by an indicator of whether the student
delayed college entrance for more than seven
months after high school graduation and
whether the student had a child before 1992.

A series of measures regarding early college
experience were also taken into account. The
student’s GPA in the first year of college was
included as a measure of performance once
enrolled. Whether a student completed at
least 30 credits in the first year of college rep-
resented the first step to the timely comple-
tion of a degree. Both the control and selec-
tivity of the first four-year institution attended
were measured, since students at private and
highly selective institutions have higher rates
of retention and completion of degrees
(Zhang 2005). As additional characteristics of
the first college attended, we included
whether it was located in the same state as
the student’s high school and whether it was
the college of his or her first choice.

We recognize the potential for endogene-
ity to bias the estimates for these coefficients.
For example, it is possible that a student
enters college already having decided eventu-
ally to transfer and therefore chooses to start
college at a less selective school or not to
work as hard in the first school. For these rea-
sons, we caution readers against interpreting
the results as causal. Our purpose in including
these variables in the models is to acknowl-
edge their potential importance in mediating
the relationship between aspects of social
class and the decision to transfer, not to
assess their individual importance in the deci-
sion to transfer.

Analytic Strategy

After a detailed descriptive analysis of socio-
economic differentials in transfer, we estimated
a series of logistic regressions predicting
whether a student ever made a transfer of a
certain type, namely, a lateral transfer and a
reverse transfer. Sets of covariates were entered
one at a time in groups, so as to test our
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hypotheses about the role of high school
achievement, educational expectations, strate-
gic planning, financial constraints, and first-
year college experiences and characteristics in
contributing to socioeconomic differences in
students’ mobility. We present the results of
these analyses in terms of the increased likeli-
hood of engaging in a form of mobility (given
a specific student characteristic and net of oth-
ers) by presenting odds ratios. 

All analyses were weighted to adjust for
oversampling, nonresponse, and survey attri-
tion and adjusted to account for the complex
survey design of the data set, namely, stratifi-
cation and clustering.7 The Stata survey com-
mands (svy) were used for this purpose.
Missing values in the data were multiply
imputed using a chained equation algorithm
implemented in the Stata ice program
(Royston 2004). All analyses were computed
on five complete data sets, and estimated
coefficients and standard errors were aver-
aged following Rubin’s rule.

RESULTS

In this sample of traditional-aged students
who began their postsecondary education by
entering a four-year college or university, 33
percent transferred at least once within eight
years of high school graduation. Nearly one
in five (19.5 percent) transferred laterally, and
15 percent transferred in reverse, at least
once. Among the latter group, 41 percent
later returned to a four-year institution (see
Table 1).

Rates of bachelor’s degree completion
were highest among students who never
changed colleges (79 percent). Among stu-
dents who transferred, lateral transfers were
much more likely than were reverse transfers
to complete a bachelor’s degree (69 percent
versus 22 percent). This finding is not surpris-
ing, since most two-year colleges do not offer
bachelor’s degrees, so the attainment of a
bachelor’s degree for a reverse transfer stu-
dent is conditional on an upward transfer to a
four-year college. The bachelor’s degree com-
pletion rate among students who reverse
transferred and subsequently moved to a
four-year school was 49 percent. 

The window of observation in this study
was consequential, since changing colleges in
some cases was associated with taking time
off from college (Goldrick-Rab 2006). In par-
ticular, we found that while overall only 14
percent of students took time off from school,
the rate of stop-out was nearly 3.5 times
greater among reverse transfer students (48
percent) and, to a lesser extent, higher
among lateral transfer students (22 percent).
This finding suggests that reverse transfer stu-
dents have an especially hard time maintain-
ing continuity in their enrollment, although it
is also possible that the opposite is true—that
students who take time off from a four-year
college may be more likely then to leave that
school to attend a community college. In
either case, the low rates of bachelor’s degree
completion associated with a reverse transfer
indicate that reverse transfer is the form of
student mobility most deserving of attention. 

The institutional destinations of students
who changed colleges varied according to
the individuals’ socioeconomic backgrounds.
Beginning by using the composite measure of
SES, we found that the choice of a four-year
school as a destination was somewhat less
common among students from the bottom
two quintiles, while students in the bottom
quintile were much more likely than were
their more advantaged counterparts to move
to a two-year school (see Figure 1).
Specifically, a student from the bottom SES
quintile was about half as likely as a student
from the top quintile to transfer laterally but
three times more likely to reverse transfer. The
confidence intervals around the mean esti-
mates reveal that these SES differences are
significant.

Having detected these broad SES differ-
ences in the destinations of four-year transfer
students, we next assessed the role of each
component of social background to illumi-
nate further the shape of social inequality in
student mobility. Figure 1 also illustrates
transfer rates by parental education, father’s
occupational class, and family income. These
descriptive statistics indicate that SES differ-
ences in lateral transfer are based on occupa-
tional class as well as family income, with
working-class students and students from the
lowest income quintile significantly less likely
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to make that move. Differences in rates of
reverse transfer also vary significantly by these
factors, but with working-class students and
those from the lowest income quintile
exhibiting the highest incidence rates. In
addition, reverse transfer is significantly asso-
ciated with parental education: Students with
parents who earned more than a bachelor’s
degree are much less likely to reverse transfer.
Differences between first-generation students
and those whose parents earned (only) a
bachelor’s degree were not observed, howev-
er. The negative relationship between having
highly educated parents and the likelihood of
reverse transferring is by far the strongest

among the ones assessed here. While nearly
one-fourth of the children of parents who did
not finish high school left their initial four-
year school to reverse transfer to a communi-
ty college, we observed that pattern among
less than 7 percent of the students whose par-
ents had professional or postgraduate
degrees.

We next estimated logistic regressions to
assess the independent influences of specific
aspects of family background and to test the
theoretical explanations for these differentials
offered earlier. In particular, we estimated a
series of blocked regressions (first predicting
reverse transfer and then predicting lateral

Figure 1. Student Mobility, by Social Background. Marks show mean percentages, lines
show 95 percent confidence intervals.
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112 Goldrick-Rab and Pfeffer

transfer) that begin with the inclusion of only
parental education, occupation, and income
(Model I). In an effort to explain these social
background effects, the following models
then take into account demographic charac-
teristics (Model II), high school achievement
(Model III), educational expectations (Model
IV), strategic planning (Model V), financial
constraints (Model VI), and finally initial col-
lege attributes as well as first-year academic
performance (Model VII). The purpose of
modeling the regressions in this manner was
to examine the extent to which each set of
factors mediates the observed socioeconomic
differences in mobility outcomes; therefore,
we placed less emphasis on the size of the
coefficient for each indicator than on the
degree of mediation of the included social
background effects.8

Table 2 presents the results for reverse
transfer. The relationships that are indicated
in the descriptive statistics are largely borne
out in the first model: Reverse transfer is sig-
nificantly less common among students with
highly educated parents, wealthier parents,
and students from non–working-class families
(especially self-employed fathers).9 However,
differences based on family income and occu-
pational class position faded away when we
considered demographic characteristics and
students’ high school achievement (especially
GPA), respectively (Models II and III). While
high school achievement also explains some
of the relationship between parental educa-
tion and reverse transfer, this social differen-
tial in reverse transfer persists. 

Models IV–VI test the remaining mecha-
nisms that we hypothesized underlie associa-
tions between social background and stu-
dent mobility (educational expectations,
strategic planning, and financial constraints).
Of these mechanisms, only one exerts
notable effects: Having more ambitious high
school friends with greater expectations for
earning a college degree decreases the prob-
ability of a reverse transfer. However, this
association fails to account for any of the
lower reverse-transfer rates of children from
highly educated households. As the next
model (VII), which also considers first-year
college performance, illustrates, both first-
year college GPA and adequate progress in

the accumulation of credits show strong neg-
ative associations with the probability of
reverse transfer. Of these two factors, it is col-
lege GPA that mediates a large part of the
effect of parental education.10 That final
model, which also yields a significant
improvement in model fit, thus suggests that
the students who are most likely to reverse
transfer are the children of parents with
lower levels of education and that they
reverse transfer primarily because of strug-
gles during their initial transition to college
(not because they were less prepared—acad-
emically or financially—for college).

In Table 3 we present the multivariate
results for the analysis of lateral transfer.  In
contrast to reverse transfer, rates of lateral
transfer do not significantly differ by parental
education but, rather, by parental occupa-
tional class and family income (Model I),
again confirming the descriptive results.
These relationships are notably weaker than
the relationship between reverse transfer and
parental education, but they persist across all
seven models and do not appear to be attrib-
utable to advantages in academic or social
preparation for college or college perfor-
mance. Although some of the these factors
exert independent influences on the proba-
bility of lateral transfer (for example, students
who do not delay college entry, those who
attend more selective colleges, and those
who go to out-of-state colleges are all more
likely to transfer laterally), the social differen-
tials in lateral transfer remain largely unex-
plained by the mechanisms we explored. The
interpretation that lateral transfers are the
result of students’ preferences (which are at
least partly determined by occupational
class) appears plausible, although the rea-
sons for it remain hidden. Lateral transfers
may be related to behavioral differences; for
instance, the children of self-employed par-
ents—parents who are potentially less risk
averse and more market oriented—may dis-
play similar proclivities by shopping around
the marketplace of higher education for
alternative four-year colleges (Goldrick-Rab
2006). However, keep in mind that the real-
ization of these preferences is still partly
determined by family income and, moreover,
that the overall model does a relatively poor
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job of predicting the preference for lateral
transfer. In general, then, the results for lat-
eral transfer leave much space for explana-
tions of its determinants and its relationship
to socioeconomic background. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This analysis expands on prior research on
socioeconomic differences in college stu-
dents’ mobility, particularly to identify more
precisely which aspects of family background
matter most for transfer, and why. By exam-
ining parental education, family income, and
social-class influences separately, we devel-
oped a more nuanced view of students’
mobility. We also tested several potential
explanations for differences in the types of
transfer that four-year college students
engage in, including variation in high school
academic preparation, strategic planning,
educational expectations, financial con-
straints, and college performance.

Our results indicate that students who
transfer from four-year colleges should not be
treated as a homogeneous faction. The incli-
nation to group them with a label such as
“swirling students” should be avoided, since
such a term conceals important differences in
regard not only to their motivations for
changing colleges, but to differential process-
es of stratification.11 Lateral transfer students
appear to be a relatively elite set, since their
levels of household income and parental
occupational status are higher than average.
Their motivations for changing colleges may
be based on expressions of personal prefer-
ence, possibly striving to move to a “better”
school, but are clearly not connected to inad-
equate academic preparation in high school
or poor performance in college. Furthermore,
other research has found no differences in
rates of completing degrees among students
who begin at a four-year college and stay
there and those who move to another four-
year school, net of other factors (Goldrick-Rab
and Pfeffer 2007). If lateral transfer is thus the
less pressing issue from an educational policy
perspective, the failure of our models to
explain its determinants fully also appears less
problematic.

On the other hand, reverse transfer is more
common among students whose parents did
not receive more than a bachelor’s degree.
Although much of the emphasis in higher
education is on the differences between stu-
dents with and without college-educated par-
ents, among the students at four-year col-
leges, the most important distinction here is
between students with “BA-plus” parents and
those without.12 Students whose parents
went to graduate school are less likely to
leave their first college to attend a communi-
ty college. Our hypotheses for this relation-
ship, derived from stratification theory, were
largely unsuccessful; the levels of academic
preparation, informational and financial
resources, and educational expectations
found among the children of less-educated
parents do not explain these students’ ten-
dency to reverse transfer. Instead, the analy-
ses clearly showed that students who are
equally well prepared for college but come
from less-educated families show a higher
propensity to leave the four-year college track
because they struggle academically in their
first year of college. This finding is consistent
with other research that has identified signifi-
cant challenges for first-generation students,
particularly during their first year of college
(Tinto 2004). It may be explained by the fail-
ure of our measures of academic preparation
to capture adequately the factors that are
really required for college success—although
we note that our measures included all those
used by college admissions officers to predict
the ability to succeed in college (test scores,
high school course work, and GPA). But this
finding is especially interesting in light of
other recent research that has identified
greater cognitive gains during college among
“BA-plus” students (Arum et al. 2008). There
appear to be important advantages accruing
to the children of parents who succeeded in
graduate school, including a greater propen-
sity to resolve academic difficulties by staying
in the four-year sector, rather than moving to
a community college. 

This evidence of differentiation in the actions
of students when they leave their first college
calls for more attention to what happens after
students initially access college.13 It does not
appear to be the case that mobility per se is a
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cause for concern or ought to be prevented.
Indeed, students from advantaged back-
grounds appear to transfer colleges indepen-
dent of financial or academic struggles at their
first college in a way that does not reduce their
chances for completing their degrees (since
when they move, they predominantly go to
another four-year school). On the other hand,
mobility among the children of less-educated
parents more often leads them back to a com-
munity college, and this appears to be partly a
response to academic difficulties. Therefore,
attention needs to be paid to helping students
whose parents did not go to graduate school (a
sizable population) to succeed while in college,
potentially by introducing high-quality manda-
tory advising programs that can help students
resolve their academic challenges while remain-
ing in the four-year-college sector.

Finally, it is noteworthy that this study has
identified rates of reverse transfer among four-
year college students that appear to exceed
estimates of traditional transfer among com-
munity college entrants. For example, more
than one-third of socioeconomically disadvan-
taged students who begin at four-year colleges
reverse transfer to a community college, where-
as only approximately 10 percent of low-SES
students who start at community colleges ever
move to a four-year school (Dougherty and
Kienzl, 2006). To be sure, even the poorest stu-
dents at four-year colleges are likely to be at
least somewhat better off than their communi-
ty-college peers, which may explain some of
these differences. Yet our analysis clearly indi-
cates that entry to a four-year college is far from
a guarantee that socioeconomically disadvan-
taged students will remain at, and complete,
their education at that type of school. 

NOTES

1. By the mid-1990s, nearly one-fifth of
undergraduates attended more than two
schools (Adelman et al. 2003).

2. That is, 71.2 percent of those in the top
quartile attend college, compared to 21.6
percent of those in the bottom quartile.
Conditional on high school graduation, the
rates are 74.1 percent and 33.8 percent
(Haveman and Wilson 2007).

3. We believe that the relationship
between aid and college transfer would best
be examined using an experimental approach
in which aid is distributed randomly; the first
author is in the midst of such a study and will
report on her findings at a later date.

4. As others have pointed out (e.g., Grusky
and Weeden 2006; Hauser and Warren 1997),
such an approach can be misleading and make
poor use of information that is provided by the
underlying dimensions of social background.  

5. For ease of writing, we use the term
transfer in this article but note that the NELS
does not precisely measure formal transfer
(involving a transfer of credits) as much as a
change in colleges. Many students change
colleges without bringing along credits, and
many enroll in college without completing
official transfer paperwork.

6. In the student population examined
here, simultaneous enrollment—measured as
enrollment in more than one institution with-
in any academic year—is held by as many as
28 percent of all students. Yet many
researchers who have studied transfer have
not accounted for simultaneous enrollment in
their measures of transfer (for an exception,
see Adelman 2006).

7. On the basis of the sample restrictions
discussed earlier, we used the f4f2p3wt
weight (the participation weight for 12th-
grade freshened panel members with com-
plete postsecondary transcript records).  This
weight works to preserve the representative-
ness of the sample on the basis of the level of
certainty of postsecondary participation and
the completeness of the transcript record;
incomplete and single-case records that
would distort or bias analyses were excluded.

8. One nevertheless has to maintain the
assumption that the degree to which the odds
ratio estimates are affected by unobserved het-
erogeneity is constant across models.

9. It is worth noting that we did not find
racial differences in rates of reverse transfer
among students from similar socioeconomic
backgrounds.

10. This result is based on models in which
each variable was entered separately (available
from the authors). Also note that in the specifi-
cation reported here, the parental education
effect loses its statistical significance. Stability
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tests of all regression models (also available
from the authors) included an indicator of
whether a student ever took time off from col-
lege. Because of the issue of reverse causality for
this factor (described earlier), we are cautious
about giving this effect much substantive inter-
pretation. However, it has to be noted that with
stop-out included, the statistical significance of
the parental education effect is retained,
although the virtually same drop in the size of
the coefficient occurs. The latter result is the
more important point for our conclusions.

11. For examples of uses of the term swirling,

as well as other labels, see Adelman (2004),
Borden (2004), de los Santos and Wright
(1990), McCormick (2003), and Rab (2004).

12. To be clear, this finding could well be a
reflection of the fact that we analyzed a selec-
tive population of children—four-year college
starters—among which social background dis-
tinctions are at a generally higher level than in
the general population.

13. We are not the first to call for more
attention to issues of college students’ success;
see, for example, Rosenbaum et al. (2006).

APPENDIX

Description of Variables

Description

Student Mobility
Any transfer Dichotomous indicator of whether the student ever

changed his or her (primary) institution in any acade-
mic year

Lateral transfer Dichotomous indicator of whether the student ever
changed his or her primary institution from a four-
year college to another four-year college in any acad-
emic year

Reverse transfer Dichotomous indicator of whether the student ever
changed from a four-year college to a community col-
lege in any academic year without maintaining enroll-
ment at the four-year college

Upward transfer Dichotomous indicator of whether the student ever
changed from a community college to a four-year col-
lege in any academic year

Stopout Dichotomous indicator of whether enrollment was
ever interrupted for the length of least one academic
year

Attainment
Completion of the BA degree Dichotomous indicator of whether the student

received a bachelor's degree by 2000 (age 26–27), as
evidenced by transcript information

Social Background
Socioeconomic Index Composite measure of socioeconomic status, derived

from parental education, income, and occupation as
of 1992; in quintiles (based on the initial distribution
among all the respondents, reference: lowest quintile)

Parental education Categorical measure of the highest educational
degree attained by the parents: high school or less
(reference), some college, bachelor's degree, or high-
er than a bachelor's degree

Social class Categorical measure of the father's occupational sta-
tus: working class (reference), white collar, or self-
employed
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APPENDIX CONTINUED

Description of Variables

Description

Family income Continuous measure of family income; information
from 1988 and 1992 averaged on the basis of the
midpoints of the reported categories (standardized to
2006 dollars); in thousands; logarithmic transforma-
tion for regression models

Demographics
Female Dichotomous indicator of gender; reference: male
Nonwhite Dichotomous indicator of race; reference: white or

Asian
Single mother household Dichotomous indicator of whether the student

resided in a family headed by a single mother in
eighth grade

Number of siblings Continuous measure of the number of siblings when
in the eighth grade

High School Achievement
NELS senior test Continuous measure of the percentile score on the

test of general abilities administered to all survey par-
ticipants in the 12th grade

High school GPA Categorical measure of the student’s high school
grade point average; in quintiles (quintile values are
2.70, 3.07, 3.37, and 3.69; reference: lowest quintile)

Academic curriculum intensity Categorical measure of the rigor of the student's high
school curriculum on the basis of a score determined
by both the quality of courses taken and the number
of "hard" courses taken in multiple subjects (math,
Advanced Placement courses, English, foreign lan-
guage, science, social sciences, and computer sci-
ences). For more on the construction of this variable,
see Adelman (1999); reference: lowest quintile

High school mobility Dichotomous indicator of whether a student changed
schools between the 8th and 12th grades; reference:
never changed high schools 

Strategic Planning
Participation in precollege programs Dichotomous indicator of whether the student ever

participated in a precollege program, such as Talent
Search or Upward Bound

Parental involvement in college decision Dichotomous indicator of whether the decision to go
to college was made mainly by or in cooperation with
the parents

Number of colleges applied to Categorical measure of the number of colleges the
student applied to in the 12th grade; none (refer-
ence), 1, 2–4, or 5 or more

Educational Expectations
College expectation, father Dichotomous indicator of whether the student's

father (reportedly) thought that after high school the
most important thing for the student to do was
attend college, when asked in 1990 (sophomore year)

College expectation, mother Dichotomous indicator of whether the student's
mother (reportedly) thought that after high school
the most important thing for the student to do was
attend college, when asked in 1990 (sophomore year)
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Consistent BA aspirations Dichotomous indicator of whether the student
expected to complete a bachelor's degree in 1990
and 1992 (before high school graduation)
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