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Higher education has been seen as a vehicle for 
providing upward socioeconomic mobility for 
students from working-class backgrounds. 
Unfortunately, rural students have not enjoyed the 
same levels of access to educational opportunities 
as their urban and suburban peers. The research 
that addresses rural education is limited. This is 
problematic as one-third of all public schools are 
situated within rural environments, and half of all 
public-school districts are located within rural 
communities. While most rural students aspire to 
obtain a college education, they face greater 
challenges than their urban peers. This study 
explores one program to address the resulting 
gap-- dual credit-- and how it may promote access 
to higher education for rural students. Specifically, 
the purpose of this study was to elucidate why 
students within rural communities participate in dual 
credit and what the perceived benefits are from the 
perspective of community college staff, faculty, and 
administrators.  

Dual credit programs allow high school students to 
enroll in college courses. These courses may be 
taken at their high school or a college campus and 
may be taught by college instructors or qualified 
high school teachers. Students who enroll in dual 
credit on a college campus and are taught by 
college instructors are exposed to a collegiate 
culture and peer network that they would not 
otherwise be exposed to at their local high school 
campus. This is particularly important for first-

generation, low-SES students of color who may 
lack the cultural and social capital to develop a 
college-going mindset and understanding. 
Furthermore, the collegiate environment allows 
for students who come from working-class 
communities to be removed from under-
resourced high schools, teachers with low 
expectations, and peers who lack motivation. 
Dual credit programs offer a setting with high 
expectations and students who are intrinsically 
motivated to be in the college environment.  

Two research questions guide my examination 
of why rural students participate in dual credit 
and the benefits they receive:

1. What do community college
administrators, staff, and instructors
perceive are the reasons rural students
participate in dual credit?

2. What do community college
administrators, staff, and instructors
perceive as the benefits of dual credit
participation for rural students?

Utilizing funds of knowledge as a theoretical 
lens, we conducted a multi-site case study of 
dual credit programs in a rural region of Texas 
utilizing interviews, site visits, and website 
analysis. 

because it is intuitively located and 
labeled. A score of 1 indicates that most 
information is unavailable or cannot be 
found within a few minutes of searching 
and browsing. We also interviewed 26 
transfer-related personnel from 18 colleges 
in our sample. In one-hour, semi-structured 
telephone interviews we spoke to staff 
members about the information offered to 
students to help them navigate transfer, 
including how they perceive their college’s 
online transfer information.

Key Findings
Together, each component of our analysis 
illuminated the logic behind several trends 
related to barriers in the transfer process 
due to information constraints and informa-
tion overload. We highlight where the two 
methods of inquiry reveal competing 
narratives between the perceptions of staff 
and the reality of their online information 
and interpret the potential impact of those 
discrepancies. Overall, the following 
themes emerged:
• Deficient ease of access and navigability 
of online information. Half of the communi-
ty colleges in our sample fell below the 
standards our rubric proposes to ensure 
that students can locate and understand 
transfer options and requirements. Many 
community college staff members acknowl-
edge the difficulty even they have in 
locating transfer information that is 
complete and up to date. 
• Reliance on university webpages. Of 
those community colleges who provide 
online information, the vast majority rely 
heavily on 4-year institutions to generate, 
disseminate, and update that information. 
Community colleges act as curators of 
online transfer information, linking to the 
websites of common transfer destinations 
and/or regional 4-year institutions. When 
universities fail to update their publicly 
available information, community college 

staff members note that professional 
networks are often the only means of 
accessing accurate transfer requirements to 
offer to students.
• Skepticism over online information as a 
solution. Many administrators perceived that 
students do not take advantage of online 
information, even at colleges that offer very 
accessible and navigable transfer informa-
tion. This observation made administrators 
more likely to note the importance of 
face-to-face advising as the primary source 
of transfer information or, at the least, to 
prompt students to examine online transfer 
information.

Implications for Policy and Practice
Colleges that provide accessible and 
navigable transfer information enable all 
students access to the requirements for 
transfer. The findings from our website 
review support Rosenbaum et al.’s (2007) 
description of a “hidden curriculum” of 
transfer. Among the colleges in our sample, 
half failed to meet the highest rating for 
either ease of access and navigability of 
online transfer information, which suggests 
there is quite a bit of work to do to improve 
the dissemination of transfer information. 
One of the 20 colleges failed to post any 
transfer information, and several others 
offered transfer webpages that were riddled 
with broken links and out-of-date informa-
tion. For the most part, personnel who 
participated in our study recognized the 
strengths and limitations of their online 
information, though several felt that online 
information was not as promising an 
intervention as face-to-face advising. To 
assuage concerns regarding inadequacies 
of online content and improve online 
transfer information, institutions might use 
the framework provided by our rubric to 
guide their assessment of online transfer 
information provided to students.



Executive Summary

The opinions expressed in
this report are those of the 

author(s) and do not necessarily 
reflect the views of 

Greater Texas Foundation. 2

Prepared by Hugo A. Garcia, Xinyang Li and Michelle Leong

 GreaterTexasFoundation.org

MAY 2019

Project Aims
Nationally, 80% of first-time community 
college entrants aspire to earn a bache-
lor’s degree, but only a quarter transfer to 
a bachelor’s-degree-granting institution 
within 6 years (Horn & Skomsvold, 2011; 
Shapiro, Dundar, Wakhungu, Yuan, & 
Harrell, 2015). Transfer patterns in Texas 
mirror those across the nation (THECB, 
2014). While there are a variety of 
explanations for the faulty transfer 
function, stakeholders in higher education 
acknowledge the challenges posed by 
bureaucratic hurdles, complex and 
opaque information, and inadequate 
support services to navigate transfer. 

Recent research highlights the increasingly 
important role that online information 
plays in helping students navigate college 
(GAO, 2017; Jaggars & Fletcher, 2014; 
Margolin, Miller, & Rosenbaum, 2013). 
This paper examines the online transfer 
information that colleges offer to 
students as they navigate the bureaucratic 
hurdles and coursework that must be 
traversed in order to achieve important 
milestones at a community college. We 

examined the online transfer informa-
tion on 20 Texas community college 
websites. We assessed the ease of 
access and navigability of the informa-
tion provided and spoke to key transfer 
personnel about how they provide 
transfer information to their students, 
including questions regarding their 
interpretation of the ease with which 
students can find that information 
through their college’s website.

Methodological Approach
We selected 20 community colleges 
using measures of transfer success 
based on data from the National 
Student Clearinghouse to ensure 
adequate variation based on institution-
al performance on transfer outcomes. 
We reviewed the websites of each of 
the colleges in the sample, coding the 
ease of access and navigability of 
transfer information based on a 5-point 
scale. For example, the highest score of 
a 5 on the “ease of access” rubric 
indicates that students can locate the 
online transfer information easily within 
their first visit to the college website 

Findings
RQ 1: What are the reasons for participation?
This question is important as it may suggest 
avenues for high schools and colleges to 
promote participation. Participants in the study 
indicated the three primary reasons was for 
participating in dual credit were: (1) family 
influence, (2) saving money, and (3) following 
peers.  

Family influence. Family exudes a high-level 
influence on students. This is particularly true of 
rural families and Latino families. Thus, it is not 
surprising that participants in our study indicated 
that many students’ decisions to enroll were 
based on parents or siblings encouraging them 
to enroll in dual credit. Indeed, the influence of 
older siblings seemed to be a major reason why 
younger siblings enrolled. The fact that parents 
knew that dual credit had been a positive 
influence on their older children led them to 
encourage their younger children to follow in 
their older siblings’ footsteps. 

Saving money. Many families across the country 
have concerns regarding the high cost of 
attending college. This is particularly true of rural 
students. Participants in our study indicated that 
parents and students are attempting to find ways 
to lower costs even before they embark on their 
college endeavor.  

Peer influence. Some of the participants indicated 
that peer effects were guiding part of the 
decision to enroll. One indicated said that some 
of the students are close-knit. Thus, if one peer 
discloses that they intend on participating in dual 
credit, it is likely that their friends will follow suit.  

RQ2: What do administrators, staff, and 
instructors within community colleges perceive 
as the benefits of dual credit participation for 
rural students?Participants in the study indicated 
that dual credit demystifies what college is, and 
it validates that they will be successful 
academically.

Demystifies college. Most participants agreed 
that dual credit programs help students in both 
academic and social development. Participants 
indicated that rural high school students learn 
how to socialize better and understand the 
college culture, which helps them develop a 
college identity. One participant explained the 
social aspect of dual credit exposes rural 
students to a collegiate environment and culture 
that promotes a better understanding of what 
college is and what it is going to be if they 
matriculate after high school.  Another indicated 
dual credit exposes students to critical thinking 
skills that they may not be exposed to in high 
school. Another suggested high school students 
who participate in dual credit are better 
prepared for college because they know what 
to expect from an academic standpoint. 
Students are exposed to the ways they should 
communicate with faculty and learn to prepare 
well in advance. 

Validating their academic success. For those 
rural high schools who are already high-
achieving, dual credit is a way to validate that 
they are ready for college. A faculty participant 
indicated that in her classroom, the high school 
students tend to outperform college students. 
Many of the students in dual credit are at the 
top of their high school classes academically – 
a group that typically goes to four-year 
institutions – so the community college students 
are typically less adept in the subject matter.  

Policy Implications
The results of this study have several policy 
implications. First, counselors and teachers 
should work with families to provide information 
regarding the benefits of dual credit. It is clear 
that many students participate based on their 

parents’ and siblings’ encouragement. In 
addition, it was evident that peers played a 
role in students’ decision to participate in 
dual credit. Thus, high schools and 
community colleges should inform students 
about dual credit and encourage them to 
pass along the information to peers about the 
benefit of participating in dual credit. 
Second, data suggest that dual credit is 
beneficial for rural students in multiple ways. 
These benefits may help alleviate some of the 
financial burdens that rural families face by 
providing college credit at a lower cost than 
four-year institutions. Thus, high school and 
community college staff should work in 
partnership to expose the ways in which dual 
credit benefits students to create a culture of 
dual credit participation. A culture that 
permeates both sectors of education will send 
a message to students and families that their 
education beyond high school matters. 
Finally, results indicated that high school 
students do just as well, if not better, than 
many of the community college students as 
perceived by participants in the study. Thus, 
postsecondary institutions should not be 
concerned that enrollment of high school 
students in college courses will compromise 
the rigor of their courses. It is evident that high 
school students take their dual credit seriously 
and they are successful in collegiate 
environments.  

Conclusion
Overall, rural students face several obstacles 
to college access and attainment. These 
challenges include geographic isolation, 
under-resourced compulsory schools, having 
a narrow curriculum, and coming from 
working-class backgrounds.  Results from this 
study suggest that dual credit may alleviate 
some of these challenges by providing funds 
of knowledge to promote a college-going 
mindset. Thus, dual credit should be 
encouraged within high schools, and policy 
makers should ensure that high schools and 
community colleges are provided funding 
and resources to promote the success of 
students within rural communities.
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