Transfer Shock
Anxious, uncertain, lonely, outcasted. Those feelings no longer consume Steven Magallon, but they once did. I met him at a booth inside Potbelly’s on campus – it is relatively empty and quiet. The atmosphere is much calmer than the one he entered into almost two years ago. It was the first day of his junior year and he was consumed with nerves. 
· -    -
You’re a 19 or 20-year-old transfer student in a sea of people who have their footing, friend groups, and routines. Meanwhile, you’re roughly two years removed from high school coming into a new beginning with nothing but uncertainty. The only way to describe it is like walking into a crowded room, but it’s as if no one saw you enter the room. It is easy to feel lonely as if you don’t belong or have a place at a university you hoped would give you the best years of your life. For many transfer students, this is the reality. 
· -    -
Steven knew transferring from Tarrant County college to a four-year university two years in would be a transition, but he was more fearful of transferring to a university like TCU. He knew that was the university he would be attending since he was in elementary school. In fact, it was guaranteed. His father has worked here for basically Steven’s entire life. The beauty of his dad’s job – his entire tuition is paid for. Steven acknowledges that TCU would have never even been a possibility for him if his dad didn’t work here. He knows he’s blessed, even if transferring was a difficult process.
· -    -
Entering a university can be an intimidating and an anxiety-ridden experience. All weighted under the pressures of finding your friend group and niche. But freshmen students all have one thing in common – they are starting from the beginning. Transfers are coming in the middle of the race, which makes fitting in even more challenging. 
· -    -
While many students at TCU either live in dorms or apartments close by; Steven finds himself driving nearly 30 minutes from his parents’ home in Richland Hills every single day. He jokes that he’s had a few blown tires driving his 2003 Honda Accord down the 820-highway coming to and from campus. He can’t help but feel like an outsider when he spends more time driving than he does being on campus. Coming in as a junior deprived Steven of the opportunity to live on campus considering that freshmen and sophomores get priority for on-campus housing. Admittingly, it felt like freshmen and sophomores got priority over everything. 
· -    -
As Steven inhales an Oreo shake, he sits in the nostalgia of first coming to TCU, recalling the overwhelming anxiety and nerves that he felt coming here. He describes it as being a new kid that comes in halfway through. “In elementary, middle school, high school, everybody already knew each other and saw each other every day,” he says. “Everyone has past relationships so when you’re a new kid coming in from nowhere, that’s difficult.” The best way he can describe it is that he experienced transfer shock. No matter the transfer guidelines or requirements, there’s really know way to prepare as you navigate uncertainty and fear for what’s ahead.
But when it comes to Steven, on the outside you would have never been able to tell.
· -     -
From the first semester onward, Steven was always the jokester in class. Having the perfect comedic timing and making everyone around him laugh. He was the guy who walked into class with his sunglasses on, headphones wrapped around his neck, and a beanie on his head – authentically and unapologetically himself while still being somewhat of a mystery. However, it quickly feels as though you have known him for years. His unfiltered comments and nonchalant attitude made him that kid in class that you wanted to be friends with. Confidence always seemed to be oozing out of him – saying whatever was on his mind without being afraid to. It is almost hard to believe he was anything but confident when coming into TCU as a junior. Steven acknowledges that no matter the level of confidence you come in with, transferring to a four-year university your third year into college can knock that confidence right out of you. 
· -     -
Making friends may have been a difficult part about being a transfer student, but Steven also described the transfer process as “chaotic” because of the lack of communication between himself and TCU. The summer before coming to TCU, Steven recalls reaching out all the time, but there was hardly any response. Although he doesn’t place all the blame on TCU, he believes if they know that transfers are coming in, they should try to be more on top of everything. The lack of communication led him to missing out on things that he otherwise wouldn’t have. “I feel like I missed out in some ways because I didn’t know there was a transfer student club on campus or a transfer frog camp. I wish they would have been more caring and informative to transfer students because it felt like transfers were almost being left out of the picture. So much of the focus and attention was being put towards the freshmen coming in.” 
He speaks passionately about this, throwing his hands in the air as he speaks and his voice getting consistently louder. It was a time of needing direction, but feeling undeniably lost.
Sitting here now, he’s admittingly at a much different place than from where he started. It’s been nearly two years since he first transferred, but that time flew by in a blink of an eye. It’s not hard for him to recall that time of first coming here as it felt like it happened just yesterday. As to whether he felt like he missed out on anything by being a transfer student, he admits he never got to do an internship during his time here. “I think it can be harder to have all the same opportunities as the students who came in as freshmen mainly because of the time variable,” he says. “I was told by the chair of journalism when I first transferred here that I probably wouldn’t have enough time to get to do that Washington D.C. internship for journalism students since I was only gonna be here for 2 years. I’m graduating without having done any internship which makes me feel behind.” He sees all his peers in journalism who are getting to do all these internships, but the difference is they have all been here since they were freshman. Steven can’t help but think if he would have started at TCU as a freshman, he would not only have had the opportunity to do an internship, but also have more experience in his major. 
If there is one piece of advice he would give to anyone transferring, it would be to soak in the time you have because it goes fast and fleeting — and to have patience because you will find your footing eventually. Steven confidently says he has found his. He made a good group of friends in his journalism major and developed a passion for photography — something he never would have considered doing until one of his professors pushed him to do it. It took time, but once he decided to push outside of his comfort zone by putting himself out there, giving things a chance, and trying out new things — he found his group of friends and found his place at TCU. He has no regrets of transferring here, despite the struggles that he endured.
· -     -
Whether it is a public or private institution, small or large, expensive, or inexpensive – the transfer student population is growing, but it is a population that is still somewhat neglected by higher education. The transfer system is flawed, with data from the Community College Research Center showing that 80% of community college students desire to earn a bachelor’s degree, but that fewer than half of community college transfer students who transfer to four-year universities end up earning their bachelor’s degree. Data shows that low-income students, students of color, and older students are the ones most affected by the transfer system. The lead author of the Community College Research Center said, “The system is not supporting students. Partnerships between community college and four-year institutions are struggling to deliver outcomes.” While the transfer system has been examined since 2017, the transfer outcomes have relatively stayed the same and shown little improvement in most states in those 7 years.
· -    -
Although low-income students, students of color, and older students are the ones that data found to be the most affected by the transfer system, many other groups of people can fall victim to the transfer system. Madeleine Thornhill, a senior at TCU, is a prime example of this. In fact, she is blonde and in a sorority. She fits the stereotype of what someone like Steven was fully expecting to see when he came into TCU. She doesn’t fall into any group that data found most affected by the transfer system and yet she still was. 
She vividly remembers transferring here her junior year from the University of Arkansas. She recalls the phone call when she told her parents that she wanted to leave and come back to Texas. Feeling isolated, lonely, homesick, and anxiety-ridden; Madeleine knew she needed to make a change. Anxiety was not something that was unfamiliar to her, but it reached an entirely new level during her time in Arkansas. 
Madeleine had two options. It was either she stuck it out and spent the next two years continuing to be unhappy and homesick or she came back home to have a fresh start. Madeleine was sure that she was ready for a new beginning; even with the uncertainty and fear that came along with that. She made the decision to apply to TCU since her mom was a TCU alum; and she was ultimately accepted. She packed up all her things and her big black lab, headed to Texas and didn’t look back. 
Her transition to TCU was not an easy one. “I came in not knowing anyone at TCU so that was rough, but I kept my affiliation with my sorority as I transferred. Doing that was a great way to be involved on campus and meet people,” she says. 
Her transfer shock came in other ways. It wasn’t the new place or new people, but the difficulty and struggle of transferring over course credits. She lost about 2 semesters’ worth of credits from the University of Arkansas when transferring to TCU which set her behind and caused an excessive amount of anxiety and stress. “I had taken so many classes at the university of Arkansas that just didn’t count as the same classes as some of the ones here even though they were virtually the same class,” she says. “It was frustrating because I put in all this work at that university, but I got here, and it felt like it all went to waste because those credits weren’t being transferred.” Although she was able to petition a few and her advisor helped with getting some credits to transfer, it was a long and draining process that dampened her transfer experience. This ultimately caused her to have to take roughly 12-15 hours of classes over the summer leading up to her senior year, simply so she could graduate in the spring of 2024. While she admits it was difficult taking that many hours while working; it was ultimately manageable. But those hours meant more loans being taken out. Taking a summer class at TCU isn’t some small thing. A 3-credit hour class cost nearly $6,000 and most students aren’t eligible for a scholarship for the summer. Students know what they’re walking into regarding tuition at TCU, but Madeleine was set back through many of her credits not transferring over — causing her to have to take more hours which equates to more money. 
As she recalls these setbacks, she makes it clear that everyone at TCU was supportive during the transfer process, but the system itself has its flaws like anything else. If there’s one warning she would give to anyone transferring into TCU — it would be how competitive it is academically. This was incredibly eye-opening to her, and it was one of the biggest adjustments she had to face. TCU compared to Arkansas academically — it is in an entirely different league. Fortunately, Maddie eventually adjusted with time and has done the best she can in her classes. She jokingly says that despite the lack of sleep and occasional panic attack; she’s doing just fine.
· -    -
At the two-bedroom apartment Zoe Wilkins and I share that is roughly 2 minutes from the TCU campus, Zoe is cooking herself pasta for dinner, which has become a consistent part of her routine now that she is living off campus. Cooking is her least favorite part of her routine, especially with her busy schedule that consists of 10-hour clinicals on Monday and Fridays; and the other days being spent working two jobs. Although she admits she does it to herself, she also doesn’t really have a choice. She’s paying for college all on her own. When she graduates TCU in December, she’s going to be leaving with a large amount of loans to pay off. This isn’t something she’s looking forward to, but she’s thankful for all the loan forgiveness programs that exist. She jokes that these programs could save her. 
As to why she chose TCU – which as of this year, is about to have a higher tuition than Harvard; she ultimately loves the school, it has a good nursing program, and it’s where her boyfriend is. She ultimately believes the loans are worth it; no matter how long they will take to pay off. 
Zoe transferred to TCU back in the fall of 2022, which was the beginning of her junior year. She grew up in Seattle, Washington and then went to Arizona State for two years. However, it was during the height of the pandemic which tainted her time there. Most of those two years were spent never leaving the dorms. Not only was it Covid, but the dorms were far away from the city or anything to do – so it was very isolated. Although Zoe had made good friends while there, she knew she didn’t want to stay there her last two years of college. She made the tough decision to leave Arizona State and transfer to TCU.
As she reminisces on the time she first transferred to TCU, it’s almost hard to believe that it was nearly two years ago. While she had a relatively positive experience transferring, she admits a lot of it was probably due to luck. “I think I got lucky,” she says. “All my credits from my old college transferred here and the nursing program here was really helpful. And even though I didn’t get to live on campus, I was able to connect with other transfers and end up in a good living situation. I don’t think all transfers have it that easy.”
Zoe is ultimately one of the fortunate ones who doesn’t have anything negative to say about her transfer experience or the transfer system. However, she knows she’s lucky as she’s heard of other people not having the best transfer experience. With anything, it’s usually easier starting from the very beginning with everyone else than coming in in the middle.
· -    -
The college experience is quite different coming in as a freshman. 
Landry Duke who is currently a junior at TCU, can’t imagine how hard it is for transfer students coming into a university. She acknowledges that for someone like herself who tends to be a bit anti-social while ironically being a communications major, it was challenging for her to make friends coming into college even though she came in as a freshman. She can imagine it would only be even more difficult for transfer students who are coming into an environment where friendships have already been made. 
She often wonders how transfer students are integrated into the university because she herself never really sees anything advertised or marketed towards that population of students. “I feel like people transferring coming in at TCU if you aren’t in a sorority, it is like 10 times harder to get involved in anything unless you fully seek it out because the institution doesn’t really market the club variable,” she says. Although she admits the clubs would most likely welcome these transfer students with open arms, most of these students simply aren’t aware of them because they aren’t marketed or advertised as much as they could be. There’s also the other side of things where a person isn’t a club goer or is on the more introverted side so putting yourself out there to find friends is incredibly hard. 
When she looks back on her time at college, she realizes that a lot of the friends she’s made throughout her time at TCU are people who she lived with in the dorms or from her classes. The difference is, she’s had four years of classes and time to make those connections. For a transfer student who only gets two years at a university, making those connections not only with other students, but professors can be so much harder.
· -     -
Grace Zawadzki, a senior at TCU, recalls her time as a freshman as being irreplaceable. It marked the true beginning of her college years, and she didn’t waste them. They were spent doing what every college student should have the opportunity to do – having fun and making memories. She thinks it’s ultimately sad that many transfer students never got to have that freshman year experience considering that it was her favorite time in college. She and a group of other girls recall their times as freshmen, describing how wild and young they were at the time. They all joke that they don’t even know how they are still alive because of the questionable decisions they made as freshmen such as walking back to their dorms from 7th street at night. The world was in many ways their oyster and they didn’t have the same stresses, fears, or concerns that they do now as seniors. For each of them, freshman year represented what college is supposed to be. A time to be young and make mistakes, since you will ultimately never get to be young again. 
There are ultimately opportunities and experiences that transfer students miss out on by being transfer students. While experiences vary depending on the student, there’s no denying the transfer shock that comes with transitioning and coming in half-way through your college career. Many variables exist for why students choose community college for their first two years before attending a four-year university. The cost of tuition being the biggest factor. With the transfer student population growing, it’s fair to question why universities haven’t improved their transfer system. 
Even to someone like Grace who is not a transfer student, she believes more can be done for that population of students. “TCU could definitely do more in implementing more things to help better integrate transfer students into the community. I think they need to start doing more sooner rather than later because the transfer system isn’t going to fix itself.”





