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ARTICLE

ABSTRACT
Community colleges are a pathway in higher education for many students, including stu-
dents who are pursuing baccalaureate degrees in science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics (STEM). Because of the increased demand for professionals in the STEM work-
force, a successful transition from community colleges to the university setting is essen-
tial for increasing the number of transfer students who complete STEM degree programs. 
Fostering a stabilized academic transition for transfer students requires an understanding 
of how different academic and sociocultural backgrounds can influence students’ identity 
trajectories during their undergraduate education. In this study, Holland et al.’s framework 
of figured worlds was used to examine how transfer students pursuing STEM degrees ne-
gotiated their identities in their transition to the university. Because identity is a complex 
construct that can influence student experiences in STEM, this study examined areas of 
compatible and incompatible expectations of what constitutes success across the uni-
versity, community college, and high school learning environments, and among students, 
families, and faculty. Inconsistent expectations across these figured worlds provide insight 
into the challenges associated with the community college to university transition that can 
affect transfer students’ experiences and identity production at the university.

INTRODUCTION
Increased demand for professionals in the science, technology, engineering, and math-
ematics (STEM) workforce supports the recruitment and retention of larger student 
populations into STEM majors (President’s Council of Advisors on Science and Tech-
nology, 2012; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine [NASEM], 
2016). However, the number of trained professionals in STEM fields is expected to be 
insufficient. This gap can be partially attributed to insufficient opportunities in STEM 
majors, especially for minoritized populations1 such as first-generation (FG) college 
students and racial or ethnic minorities (Anderson and Kim, 2006; Dika and D’Amico, 
2016; National Science Foundation, 2019).

More than 40% of undergraduates begin higher education at community colleges, 
and these students are disproportionately FG and/or racially or ethnically minoritized 
(Townsend, 2008; Hagedorn and Purnamasari, 2012; Bahr et al., 2013; Ma and Baum, 
2016). Although community colleges represent a more accessible and affordable path-
way for many students pursuing baccalaureate STEM degrees (NASEM, 2016), the 
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1We acknowledge that the term “minoritized” could encompass multiple intersecting dimensions of identities 
and backgrounds, e.g., gender, race and ethnicity, sexual identity and orientation, financial needs, FG college 
status, etc. We use the term “minoritized” modeled by Benitez (2010) to place emphasis on the process of 
student minoritization by higher education institutions, which includes and extends beyond exclusion by eth-
nicity and race (Asai, 2020), and to convey an understanding that “minority” is a social construct implemented 
within specific contexts. Much of the existing literature focuses on students from FG and racially or ethnically 
minoritized backgrounds.
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experiences and institutional barriers of transfer students have 
been surprisingly understudied (Townsend, 2008; Laanan et al., 
2010; Cohen et al., 2014; Schinske et al., 2017; Lo et al., 2019). 
Because transfer students represent a large and diverse yet 
neglected group of undergraduate students, it is particularly 
important to understand how the systemic and institutional 
experiences that students are presented with can impact their 
participation in STEM (Zamani, 2001; Flaga, 2006; Laanan, 
2007; Mooney and Foley, 2011; Jackson et al., 2013; Dika and 
D’Amico 2016; Mooring and Mooring, 2016; Schinske et  al., 
2017; Lo and Mendez, 2019; Kanim and Cid, 2020).

While the literature is inconsistent in comparing persistence 
and degree attainment between transfer and non-transfer stu-
dents, there is general agreement that non-transfer students 
experience greater academic success (Lakin and Elliott, 2016). 
Students transferring from community college to a 4-year uni-
versity often experience “transfer shock,” a phenomenon that 
leads to decreased academic performance and lower STEM 
completion rates due to an unstable academic transition, typi-
cally in the first term at the university (Hills,1965; Lakin and 
Elliott, 2016). Previous research suggests that lower comple-
tion rates in STEM may be due to ineffective guidance pro-
vided by institutions toward STEM degree pathways (Packard 
and Jeffers, 2013) and the academic and social challenges 
within the STEM cultural environment that students find 
unwelcoming and discouraging (Seymour and Hewitt, 1997; 
Reyes, 2011; Beasley and Fischer, 2012; Ramsey et al., 2013; 
NASEM, 2016; ). Socioeconomic barriers, insufficient resources 
in prior academic experiences, and negative interpersonal 
interactions with faculty and peers are factors that can 
adversely impact student motivation and performance 
(Laanan, 2007; Chang et al., 2011; Packard et al., 2011). Addi-
tionally, students who are accustomed to the institutional cul-
ture of community college may not be aware of the differences 
in norms between their 2- and 4-year institutions (Flaga, 2006; 
Townsend and Wilson, 2006; Chrystal et al., 2013). Persistence 
in higher education is contingent upon the ability of transfer 
students to negotiate their identities and adaptively respond to 
their new academic environment after transitioning to the uni-
versity. However, there is a lack of literature that maps the 
trajectory of student identity during this critical academic 
transition.

Identity is a construct that accounts for complex interactions 
between sociocultural structures (e.g., gender, race, and ethnic-
ity) and individual agency (Brickhouse, 2000). Although iden-
tity is often succinctly defined as becoming a “certain kind of 
person,” institutional or interpersonal experiences and interac-
tions can influence the trajectory of one’s identity over time and 
context (Gee, 2000). Identity is shaped by one’s perception of 
one’s environment and the individuals with whom one interacts 
(Gee, 2000; Nasir and Saxe, 2003), and enculturation of stu-
dents into the university is dependent on how students make 
meaning of their experiences and equilibrate who they are and 
who they want to ultimately become (Carlone and Johnson, 
2007). Encouraging student participation in STEM at the uni-
versity level requires supportive experiences that help students 
foster a stable science identity and affirm a sense of self-efficacy 
and engagement in their learning (Carlone and Johnson, 2007; 
Hazari et  al., 2013; Jackson and Seiler, 2013; Seymour and 
Hunter, 2019).

An in-depth examination of student identity is needed to 
understand how students’ experiences and access to opportuni-
ties influence their identity trajectories during their undergrad-
uate education. Undergraduate education represents a critical 
transitional stage during which students make important deci-
sions regarding their careers. To make a quality STEM educa-
tion more accessible and welcoming to an increasingly diverse 
undergraduate population, it is essential for educators to create 
spaces where students can cultivate meaningful identities and 
challenge marginalizing narratives that limit their access to 
STEM communities (Solorzano et al., 2000; Case and Hunter, 
2012; Ong et al., 2018). Although transfer students represent a 
large and diverse population of undergraduate students pursu-
ing STEM, their identity-forming experiences have been under-
studied in the literature. This study contributes to the gap in the 
literature by examining transfer students’ experiences and 
understanding of what constitutes success as they author and 
reconfigure their identities in the university. This identity con-
struction and transformation was studied by analyzing the dif-
ferences in how transfer students assign meaning to their aca-
demic and social experiences across different academic stages. 
Using figured worlds as a theoretical framework (Holland et al., 
1998), this study addressed the following research questions 
(RQs):

1.	 How do transfer students define and contrast their under-
standing of success across three different educational con-
texts: university, community college, and high school?

2.	 How do students’ perceptions of family and faculty expecta-
tions relate to their own understanding of university norms?

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Figured Worlds
To ground our understanding of transfer student identity navi-
gation during the transition to university, this paper applies the 
concept of figured worlds (Holland et al., 1998). Figured worlds 
are abstract realms that describe identity production in a spe-
cific space or context, and this framework has previously been 
used in research on student experiences and engagement in 
learning at the undergraduate level (Urrieta, 2007). The struc-
ture of these culturally reproduced spaces can be defined by 
systems of social reproduction that are sustained by actors who 
configure their identities in relation to cultural norms and prac-
tices (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990; Holland et al.,1998). For 
example, the higher education classroom is a space with norms 
that have been historically situated and passed through genera-
tions (Le et al., 2019). Educators and students are actors who 
construct their attitudes, behaviors, and identities in relation to 
these norms. These historically situated norms reinforce exist-
ing implicit hierarchies that may not be inclusive or welcoming 
to the minoritized populations that transfer students encom-
pass (Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995; Harper, 2013; Walkington, 
2017; Ong et al., 2018). Higher education spaces were origi-
nally accessible to the global wealthy elite, which typically priv-
ileged individuals from culturally dominant backgrounds who 
were then able to accumulate cultural knowledge, status, and 
power across generations (Patton, 2016). The norms and struc-
tures have historically sustained competitive, individualistic, 
and solitary practices that reflect White, Western values (Ong 
et al., 2018). The cultural disconnect that originates from these 
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historically defined norms marginalizes the cultural values and 
community cultural wealth of students from minoritized back-
grounds and identities (Yosso, 2005). Figured worlds primarily 
focus on an individual’s agency in a sociocultural space, and 
agency is contextualized by sociocultural history and values 
that can privilege or oppress certain identities across time and 
context (Holland et al.,1998; Brickhouse, 2000; Nasir and de 
Royston, 2013; Figure 1).

A figured world lens reveals how meaning and engagement 
are shaped by shared repertoires of resources and broader socio-
cultural structures and discourse (Holland and Lave, 2009; 
Chaffee and Gupta, 2018). Figured worlds are not static; these 
worlds are produced and evolved by the individuals acting 
within them. Meaning is assigned to certain artifacts and identi-
ties, and cultural values change over time (Holland et al., 1998; 
Urrieta, 2007; Nasir and de Royston, 2013; Langer-Osuna, 
2015; Esmonde and Booker, 2016). For example, the university 
can be interpreted as a figured world with norms and values 
that are historically cultivated, evolved, and sustained by faculty 
and administrators. Through extensive experiences and inter-
pretation of these experiences, individuals begin to embody and 
position themselves according to the norms and values within 
these worlds (Holland et al., 1998). However, figured worlds 
are not constructed in isolation. Experiences and participation 
in one figured world can influence behaviors and identity navi-
gation in another figured world, as entry may involve multiple 
figured worlds intersecting in one space (Calabrese Barton 
et al., 2013; Price and McNeill, 2013; Langer-Osuna, 2015).

Because students shape their present and future goals by 
drawing upon previous life and academic experiences, there are 
often points of continuity and discontinuity between meanings 
and expectations across figured worlds (Price and McNeill, 
2013). Therefore, one’s sense of identity in a new figured world 
can be negatively impacted if cultural knowledge and values 
are not transferable. For example, in a case study examining 
how middle school girls from minoritized backgrounds engaged 
in science-related activities, Calabrese Barton et  al. (2013) 
found that a particular student’s sense of science identity in the 
classroom was comprised of racial dynamics that did not allow 
her to capitalize on her love for experiments and project work 
that developed during her earlier schooling experiences. For 
many minoritized students of color, a combination of marginal-
izing sociohistorical narratives and the normative and struc-
tured practices of schooling ultimately undermine their sense of 
creativity and meaningful engagement in science (Caraballo, 
2019).

Conversely, the ability to capitalize on one’s cultural knowl-
edge and experiences can confer a positive identity trajectory in 
a new figured world (Bourdieu, 1997). For example, when Cal-
abrese Barton and Tan (2010) investigated the developing 
agency of youth who participated in an urban community sci-
ence club, the club was a space where youth were able to iden-
tify themselves as knowledgeable “community science experts,” 
and these students were able to connect their home and com-
munity experiences, resources, and relationships to the prac-
tices and discourses within their figured worlds of the scientific 
community. Enacted through the rightful presence framework, 
these experiences require intentional community practices that 
support restructuring implicit power dynamics toward social 
justice, making visible both injustice and the necessary social 
change (Calabrese Barton and Tan, 2019, 2020). Analyzing 
how students traverse figured worlds and negotiate their iden-
tities in relation to sociocultural structures gives a more compre-
hensive insight into how students interpret and author their 
academic and social identities across time and context (Jurow, 
2005).

Related Identity Frameworks
In addition to the mechanisms of identity production outlined 
in the figured worlds framework, other frameworks have been 
used to examine student identity negotiation in different educa-
tional contexts. Several of these frameworks examine how stu-
dents navigate through cultural spaces and configure their iden-
tities based on their perceptions of their academic and social 
experiences (Figure 1). We will briefly summarize examples of 
different frameworks that contextualize the roles of two salient 
dimensions of figured worlds, agency and sociocultural spaces, 
on identity production across time and context.

First, Carlone and Johnson (2007) applied a science identity 
model that examined the experiences of successful women of 
color in science. This model captured the identity trajectories of 
these women within three interrelated dimensions: compe-
tence, performance, and recognition (Carlone and Johnson, 
2007). Similarly, quantitative models of student identity across 
STEM disciplines focused on competence and performance as 
one dimension, recognition as a second dimension, and interest 
as a third dimension (Hazari et al., 2010, 2013; Cribbs et al., 
2015; Godwin et  al., 2016; Hosbein and Barbera, 2020). 

FIGURE 1.  Interacting elements of a figured world. An individual’s 
figured world (curved dark gray arrows) represents the individual’s 
agency for identity negotiation in relation to a sociocultural space 
(large light gray oval), which is defined by its history, values, and 
cultural norms. Based on existing literature, our proposed model 
integrates frameworks related to these interacting elements, 
including sociocultural identities, recognition and performance, 
cultural capital, and community of practice, and can be used to 
explain an individual’s agency and/or the sociocultural space.
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Paralleling the figured worlds framework, the interaction of the 
three dimensions in these models demonstrated that identities 
can be formed in practice and are grounded in sociocultural 
patterns and behaviors that can either enable or constrain a 
positive identity trajectory. However, these models also 
acknowledge that identities may also become habituated as 
individuals become accustomed to patterns of performance and 
recognition over time (Carlone and Johnson, 2007).

Second, because individual identity trajectories involve nav-
igation through complex sociocultural structures, figured 
worlds can also be related to frameworks that integrate the 
roles of cultural and social capital. Social capital refers to the 
social networks and connections that can provide benefits and 
mobility in attaining status within a sociocultural space, and 
cultural capital includes the legitimized knowledge, behaviors, 
dispositions, or habits drawn from home and community 
resources that confer privilege and advantage when navigating 
complex systems (Bourdieu, 1977, 1997; Vryonides, 2007). 
These forms of capital include the cultural and social competen-
cies embedded within institutions that enhance individual 
mobility across different contexts (Bourdieu, 1997; Edgerton 
and Roberts, 2014). Inequitable access to these forms of capital 
can ultimately lead to varying degrees of participation and 
agency in a figured world, thereby perpetuating disparities in 
socioeconomic and educational outcomes.

Finally, figured worlds as a framework is similar but not 
identical to the concept of community of practice. A community 
of practice is the foundation of a social learning system that is 
defined by norms and values shared by a community (Lave and 
Wenger, 1991, Wenger, 2010). A community of practice implies 
that the positioning of one’s identity is a collaborative process 
that is grounded in a mutual understanding of competence 
between members of the community. Newcomers to the com-
munity may embody practices and identities that can either 
complement or conflict with the community’s shared practices 
(Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Handley et al., 2006). 
Participation in the community depends on the ability to nego-
tiate meaning within a shared domain through a shared reper-
toire of resources and practices (Wenger, 1998). The commu-
nity of practice can therefore be construed as a shared social 
world in which participants collectively determine the standard 
practices and behaviors that are to be upheld in the learning 
community (Wenger, 1998; Biza et al., 2014; Farnsworth et al., 
2016).

The concept of figured worlds is more focused on how indi-
viduals can author themselves in a social space, and these indi-
vidual identities are negotiated by the social norms and expec-
tations within the sociocultural space that is defined by the 
community of practice. The individual positioning of one’s iden-
tity within this space is also influenced by expectations drawn 
from previous life and community experiences (Holland et al., 
1998; Price and McNeill, 2013). For example, a university can 
be interpreted as a community of practice that is defined by a 
historical yet evolving repertoire of academic expectations. 
However, the university is also an individually defined figured 
world for students. The individual identity negotiation and fig-
uring within this space is based on the ability of students to 
leverage and bridge their cultural and academic backgrounds 
and experiences to develop a sense of agency and engage in the 
shared practices of the university community. Collectively, these 

different frameworks provide complementary insights into the 
relationship between identity navigation in a sociocultural 
space and the structures that can support or restrict a positive 
identity trajectory (Figure 1).

Identity-Forming Experiences
Studies of identity are often centralized around agency, but the 
figured worlds framework also examines the complex interplay 
of agency with institutional and cultural norms and personal 
backgrounds and experiences. Given that the figured worlds 
construct has previously connected identity to classroom learn-
ing and engagement in both K–12 and higher education (e.g., 
Langer-Osuna, 2015; Le et al., 2019), this construct can be used 
to gain a fundamental understanding of how students author or 
position their identities across different contexts and in relation 
to sociocultural norms (Holland et  al., 1998; Urrieta, 2007; 
Chang, 2014). Identities are often negotiated when navigating 
through sociocultural spaces, and students pursuing STEM may 
need to reconfigure who they understand themselves to be if 
traditional teaching practices are perceived to promote a nar-
row range of identities (Costa, 1995; Holland et al., 1998; Car-
lone and Johnson, 2007; Rubin, 2007). The ways that students 
recognize their positions can vary, as the perceived sociocultural 
norms and expectations may differ across figured worlds 
(Holland et al., 1998; Calabrese Barton et al., 2013). The out-
comes within these figured worlds can be uncertain due to the 
dynamic nature of student identity and the subjective interpre-
tations of their academic experiences (Urrieta, 2007; Calabrese 
Barton et al., 2013).

Because agency interplays with one’s experiences and per-
ceptions of institutional norms and values, figured worlds pro-
vide a useful framework for studying student experiences and 
identity formation across different academic transitions. Iden-
tity formation during an academic transition relies on students 
gaining a fundamental understanding of the sociocultural 
norms within a new academic space (Holmegaard et al., 2014). 
It is especially important to understand the challenges that 
minoritized students face in these transitions. These students 
often possess capital that is not valued by the sociocultural and 
sociohistorical institutions of the university, leading to greater 
challenges in configuring their identities as they navigate the 
university (Saunders and Serna, 2004; Yosso, 2005; Azmitia 
et al., 2013; Cherng et al., 2013; Moschetti and Hudley, 2015). 
This struggle in identity navigation should not be interpreted as 
an inherent student deficit but rather due to higher education 
institutions placing minoritized students in disadvantaged posi-
tions by providing insufficient resources or individuals with 
authority (such as faculty) holding biased assumptions about 
these students (Steele and Aronson, 1995; Torres et al., 2010; 
Spencer et al., 2016; Harrison and Tanner, 2018).

Minoritized students are often more vulnerable to negative 
stereotypes or racialized experiences that may cause them to be 
more stigma-conscious and lower their educational prospects 
(Chang et al., 2011). Because community colleges serve as a 
gateway in higher education for minoritized groups such as FG 
students or students from racially or ethnically minoritized 
backgrounds (Rendon and Mathews, 1989; Hagedorn et  al., 
2008; Crisp and Nunez, 2014), the marginalizing experiences 
that minoritized students face are observed in the experiences 
of many transfer student populations. Many transfer students 
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are also stigmatized as “latecomers to science” because they ini-
tially embark on alternative pathways following high school 
due to poor academic performance, a lack of interest in a sci-
ence career, economic and familial obligations, or other unique 
personal circumstances (Jackson and Seiler, 2013). In their ini-
tial transition from community college to a 4-year institution, 
transfer students may experience a discontinuity or disruption 
in their academic and social identities. Implementing identity 
negotiation strategies to validate their sense of belonging and 
agency in the university community largely depends on their 
access to support networks from family, peers, and faculty 
(Ethier and Deaux, 1994; Berzonsky and Kuk, 2000; Azmitia 
et al., 2013; Holmegaard et al., 2014). However, when these 
students eventually enter the university, they may not be pro-
vided with access to a sufficient number of resources or oppor-
tunities to capitalize on their experiences and align their sense 
of self with the norms and practices of the university 
community.

Although not a focal point of this study, individuals position 
themselves within a figured world depending on the power, 
privilege, and status they are afforded in a sociocultural space 
(Holland et al., 1998; Urrieta, 2007). The range of identities 
that can be negotiated is often institutionalized by individuals 
who have power. Transfer students face an onus of navigating 
through potentially restrictive academic environments with less 
time to positively negotiate, resist, or reframe their identity tra-
jectories than students who enter the university directly from 
high school. It can therefore be argued that transfer students 
should not be required to reconfigure their identities to con-
form to the norms and values of the university, especially if 
traditional institutional practices do not welcome a broad range 
of student identities (Scanlon et al., 2007). However, because 
identity is a complex and dynamic construct, it may not be fea-
sible for institutions to implement practices that can universally 
accommodate all dimensions of student identity. Despite this 
restriction, educators and administrators are obligated to 
develop equitable and inclusive spaces that allow students to 
shape a positive identity trajectory in the university; it is essen-
tial to develop institutional practices that, at minimum, guide 
transfer students through their transition from community col-
lege into the university (Case and Hunter, 2012; Ong et  al., 
2018). These institutional practices should introduce transfer 
students to resources that cultivate academic and mentorship 
experiences that help them individually construct and navigate 
their sense of identity and belonging within the university com-
munity (Graham et al., 2013; Jackson and Seiler, 2013).

To better understand the challenges that transfer students 
face, this study applies Holland et  al.’s (1998) framework of 
figured worlds to examine the experiences and identity naviga-
tion of transfer students in their transition from community col-
lege to university. Student perceptions of success inform their 
goal orientation and ultimately influence their affective, behav-
ioral, and cognitive outcomes (Nerstad et  al., 2020). As stu-
dents configure their identities along educational trajectories, 
these outcomes can change their agency and motivation. 
Because an individual’s agency is contextualized by norms and 
values in a sociocultural space, transfer students’ figured worlds 
of success will be used to understand how their interpretations 
of institutional norms and values influenced their identity pro-
duction in the university.

METHODS
Study Participants
This study took place at a public university in the western 
United States, described by the Carnegie Classification of Insti-
tutions of Higher Education (McCormick and Zhao, 2005) in 
the category of very high research activity and with a 4-year, 
full-time, more selective, and higher transfer-in undergraduate 
profile. Participants for this study were selected from a 6-week 
summer bridge program that provided transfer students with 
an intensive introduction to scientific research in the summer 
before their first quarter at the university. Participants were 
required to commit at least 8 hours per day to the program 
activities on all weekdays. The program also provided opportu-
nities for participants to network with faculty and to explore 
campus resources that would introduce them to other research 
and professional opportunities in STEM.

Participants were selected from the first three cohorts of the 
program (8–13 students per cohort; 31 total students across all 
three cohorts). Factors considered for admission into this pro-
gram included the completion of introductory biology course 
work in community college and interest in graduate or profes-
sional studies in STEM research; FG college students and stu-
dents from a group underrepresented in STEM were particu-
larly encouraged to apply. To recruit students, informational 
flyers were sent by a central campus mailing list to community 
colleges. Program faculty also hosted an informational session 
during a transfer recruitment event at the university. All appli-
cants were required to submit a letter of recommendation from 
a science instructor who could advocate their potential for a 
summer research program. Program acceptance rates were 
approximately 15–20% of all applications. Of the 31 partici-
pants, 15 had attended community colleges within driving dis-
tance of the university, and 14 were in other cities within the 
same state as the university. The remaining two students trans-
ferred from out of state. Geographic location of community col-
lege was not a selection criterion for admission into the pro-
gram. However, the program required students to travel to 
campus on weekdays, which may have prompted more local 
applications. Sixteen different in-state community colleges 
were represented by our participant sample, and nearly all com-
munity colleges had articulation agreements with the univer-
sity. Across the various community colleges, the average rate of 
students who transfer to a 4-year institution is approximately 
12%, with a range of 8–20%. The program faculty regularly 
coordinated and facilitated meetings and informal social events 
with participants after the summer. Approximately 75% of the 
students across the three cohorts availed themselves of these 
events while still attending the university. Because the program 
was designed to prepare students for undergraduate research 
opportunities, many participants had gained new mentorship in 
a faculty laboratory following the program. Regardless, the pro-
gram faculty were accessible for advising and mentorship for 
the remainder of the participants’ academic careers at the 
university.

Access to the summer bridge program resulted in a conve-
nient sample (Patton, 1990). The participants arguably had 
considerable supports from the program to navigate their tran-
sitions to the university, and we acknowledge that these oppor-
tunities may have narrowed their definitions of success. All 31 
participants in this program were invited for an interview. A 
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The participants were interviewed approximately 2 years 
after the conclusion of the summer bridge program, which was 
near their target graduation dates, with the intention that the 
participants would have accumulated most of their university 
experiences. This allowed for an interview protocol that 
prompted participants to compare their academic and social 
experiences across their university, community college, and 
high school learning environments.

Data Collection
A semistructured interview protocol was implemented as part 
of a larger study that examined various aspects of the partici-
pants’ university and community college experiences (Supple-
mental Material). The interview questions for this study 
prompted participants to define their perceptions of success 
across three academic figured worlds: university, community 
college, and high school (Figure 2). These educational contexts 
represent three different figured worlds in three distinct educa-
tional spaces. Questions regarding the participants’ high school 
experiences were also included to gain a more comprehensive 
examination of their identity trajectories in their pathways to 
higher education. Within each of these three educational 
spaces, the participants were prompted to: 1) define success as 
a student, 2) describe what makes a student successful, and 3) 
provide specific examples of what a student does to achieve 
success. To further identify differences in academic expecta-
tions of success across these three spaces, the participants were 
also prompted to elaborate if their definition of a successful 

total of 29 agreed to participate in the interview, resulting in a 
final response rate of 93%. Even though some participants had 
switched majors after the summer bridge program, all of them 
remained in a STEM discipline (Table 1). At the study institu-
tion, there are multiple specializations of each major. While 
some of the disciplines may not be universally categorized as 
STEM, all participants with these majors had a specialization 
with a STEM focus, for example, cognitive science or psychol-
ogy with a neuroscience specialization.

A substantial fraction (24/29 or 83%) of these participants 
were FG and/or from a racially or ethnically minoritized back-
ground (Table 1). In this study, students who were fully or par-
tially from Middle Eastern, Hispanic or Latinx, or African-Amer-
ican descent were considered minoritized in terms of racial or 
ethnic background. We acknowledge that it is regrettable to 
group students with distinct cultural experiences into one cate-
gory; this grouping is typically done due to low representation 
of these identities in comparison to White populations. Commu-
nity colleges also typically have a diverse range of ages, with a 
large population of students who are parents or have economic 
and familial responsibilities that delay enrollment (Ma and 
Baum, 2016). However, data on participant birth dates are not 
available, as this information was not considered for admission 
into the program or required to be collected for reporting pur-
poses. Based on informal conversations between the program 
coordinators and the participants, it is estimated that more than 
50% of the students were nontraditional college age (>24 years 
old), reflecting the diverse age ranges typically observed in 
community college and transfer student populations.

FIGURE 2.  A transfer student’s figured world of the university. 
University, community college, and high school represent different 
(and potentially overlapping) figured worlds in three distinct 
educational spaces. An individual student’s agency in the university 
sociocultural space is contextualized by the individual’s communi-
ty college and high school experiences, which contribute to the 
cultural capital that students bring with them, as well as expecta-
tions for what might constitute as performance and thus garner 
recognition. Sociocultural identities and cultural capital are 
embedded within perceived family expectations, and students may 
draw on their perceived faculty expectations to infer the cultural 
norms, history, and values of the university. Therefore, the family’s 
and faculty’s figured worlds of the university also contribute to a 
student’s agency, thus intersecting with the student’s figured world 
in the university as a sociocultural space.

TABLE 1.  Aggregate demographics of study participants

Demographics Number Percentage

Gender
  Women 16 55
  Men 12 41
  Transgender man 1 3

Race or ethnicitya

  Hispanic or Latinx 9 31
  Middle Eastern 6 21
  Asian 5 17
  Asian and White 3 10
  Hispanic or Latinx and White 3 10
  White 2 7
  African American or Black 1 3
College generation statusb 76
  First generation (FG) 22 24
  Continuing generation (CG) 7
Field of study 45
Biological sciences 13 24
  Cognitive science 7 14
  Engineering or computer science 4 7
  Social sciences 2 3
  Physical sciences 1 3
  Health sciences 1 3
  Mathematics 1 45
aParticipants who are at least partially of Hispanic or Latinx, Middle Eastern, or 
African-American or Black descent were considered minoritized.
bFG status is designated as neither parent nor guardian having received a 4-year 
university degree in the United States.
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student had changed following their academic and social expe-
riences at the university. Articulation of this change relied on 
retrospective accounts of their previous experiences in commu-
nity college and high school. All participants were able to recall 
and describe examples of what successful students do in each of 
these contexts.

In this study, the university figured world was the central 
focus. Because families offer cultural expectations that can 
influence the educational mobility, attitudes, and behaviors of 
students in the university (Bryan and Simmons, 2009), we 
compared how participants perceived their families would 
define success as a university student. Participants were 
prompted to: 1) define how they thought that their families 
would define success at the university, 2) explain the expecta-
tions that their families had for them at the university, and 
3) specify what their families’ expectations were for them after 
they graduated. After the first set of interviews, it was noted 
that faculty were sometimes referenced indirectly in the stu-
dents’ figured world of success in the university. An additional 
set of interview questions were included to explore how partic-
ipants perceived faculty expectations of student success in the 
university to directly examine how these expectations inter-
sected with the students’ figured world of success. Participants 
were asked to articulate their perceptions of how faculty would 
define success and what students specifically do that gets recog-
nized by faculty as being successful. The figured worlds of fam-
ily, faculty, and the student represent three figured worlds inter-
secting in one educational space: the university (Figure 2).

Data Analysis
The interviews ranged from 20 minutes to 59 minutes in length 
(with an average of 34 minutes) and served as the primary 
source for an interpretative qualitative analysis. Interviews were 
transcribed semi-verbatim by a professional transcription ser-
vice that removed non-lexical utterances such as “um” and “uh.” 
For the preliminary analysis, segments of the interviews were 
annotated with brief notes and labels that described salient 
trends and analytical insights, and a summary was written for 
each participant’s full interview (Miles and Huberman, 1984). 
After iterative close reading of the interview transcripts, analyt-
ical codes and memos were generated. In vivo codes were 
derived from participants’ own phrases (Saldaña, 2015) to suc-
cinctly summarize the metrics of success collectively defined 
within each figured world. These codes provided a common 
connotation to the most salient trends and variations that 
emerged from the data (Saldaña, 2015). The codes were applied 
to participant responses for each individual figured world.

To achieve theoretical saturation, data were collected over a 
period of 3 years. Following the constant comparative method, 
the coding process began as data were collected, and code defi-
nitions were consolidated and revised as the number of inter-
view samples increased (Corbin and Strauss, 2015; Aldiabat 
and Le Navenec, 2018). Additional codes were generated to 
capture new patterns observed in the data. No additional codes 
or patterns were identified in the data collected from the third 
year, and the number of interviews conducted fell within the 
estimated range that would achieve code saturation (Hennink 
et al., 2017). After verifying that all significant trends were 
noted in the interview samples, we then developed broader cat-
egories inductively by grouping codes together. Linkages 

between the categories gave rise to three main themes described 
in the Results and Discussion section. These themes summarized 
the most salient analytical insights emerging from the interview 
responses.

Reliability, Trustworthiness, and Positionality
The interviews were conducted as part of a larger study examin-
ing transfer students’ academic and research experiences. A sub-
set of interviews (12/29 or 41%) were coded by two researchers 
(A.L.Z. and S.M.L.) for the larger study, with an interrater agree-
ment of 87.5% and a Cohen’s kappa of 0.82, indicating substan-
tial to almost perfect agreement (Cohen, 1960; Landis et  al., 
1977). All disagreements within this subset of interviews were 
resolved through dialogic discussions to reach consensus. Given 
the high reliability, one researcher (A.L.Z.) proceeded with cod-
ing all the interview responses. Excerpts from these remaining 
interviews were discussed with a second researcher (S.M.L.) to 
verify that the preliminary codes succinctly and accurately sum-
marized the connotations of the interview responses. The sec-
ond researcher also reviewed the excerpts selected in the Results 
and Discussion section. Regular meetings between the two 
researchers corroborated that the interpretations of the inter-
view responses were consistent and that the excerpts aptly rep-
resented the themes that emerged from the analysis. All analyses 
and interpretations were discussed until full consensus was 
reached. Additionally, research findings were presented to vari-
ous communities of discipline-based education researchers; edu-
cation researchers; and STEM researchers at national confer-
ences, research meetings, and thesis committees. Incorporating 
feedback from these sources verified that interpretations and 
claims were grounded in the data.

The interviews were conducted by two White graduate stu-
dents (one man and one woman) who had not previously inter-
acted with the participants. We acknowledge the possibility that 
the sociocultural identities of the interviewers may have influ-
enced the participants’ comfort and willingness to share their 
experiences and perspectives. The interviewers were inten-
tional in not reacting outwardly to participants’ responses 
(diSessa, 2007), and participants were told that they could stop 
the interview at any point if they felt uncomfortable. All partic-
ipants opted to complete the full interview.

In terms of positionality, the first author (A.L.Z.) identifies as 
a White American with one parent who is college educated. He 
had no prior interactions with the participants or involvement 
with the program, allowing for a more objective interpretation 
of the students’ perspectives and experiences. The second 
author (S.M.L.) identifies as a 1.5-generation Chinese Canadian 
who came to the United States as an undergraduate student to 
pursue higher education in STEM. While his parents are college 
educated, the intersectionality based on his immigrant family 
status may have resulted in cultural capital (required to navi-
gate the university process) more similar to FG students. He 
occasionally interacted with the participants at program social 
events and presented a faculty research talk to one of the 
cohorts. Both authors had some community college experience 
when they were undergraduate students.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The commonalities and variations in the participants’ 
experiences are illustrated through selected excerpts from the 
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interview data. Each participant articulated the areas of incom-
patible expectations across the university, community college, 
and high school learning environments, as well as those among 
students, families, and faculty. The selected excerpts highlight 
the idiosyncrasies of our unique study sample and the specific 
institutional cultures that they navigated in their educational 
trajectories. Although our data illustrate a spectrum of student 
experiences, these findings are not intended to provide univer-
sally generalizable information. We acknowledge that other 
students from other institutions with different cultural norms 
will likely have unique identity-forming experiences that were 
not observed in our study. However, these excerpts serve as 
exemplars from contextually rich interviews (Flyvbjerg, 2006) 
to provide insights into different ways that transfer students 
could individually author and reconfigure their identities during 
their transition into the university.

Mapping the trajectory of transfer students’ identities during 
their transition from community college to university contrib-
utes to an understanding of how different academic and cul-
tural backgrounds and social experiences can affect student 
identity production across time and context. Identity formation 
in a figured world relies on an understanding of how individu-
als position themselves in relation to the sociocultural norms 
defined in that space. All students in this study sample individ-
ually assigned meaning to their identities and experiences in 
many unique ways. For each figured world in our model, 
excerpts from a subset of participants are presented to show 
how individual transfer students may negotiate and reconfigure 
their identity trajectories as they navigate through the transi-
tion to university. These participants collectively provided 
responses that were broadly representative of the commonali-
ties and variations of success described in each figured world. 
They also represented a range of demographics (e.g., race, eth-
nicity, gender, FG status) within the study sample (Table 2). 
Pseudonyms have replaced all names in these case studies to 
maintain participant confidentiality.

First, we describe how participants contrast their under-
standing of success across their university, community college, 
and high school figured worlds. Then, we examine how these 
participants articulate their perceptions of family and university 
faculty expectations in relation to their own understanding of 
success in the university. Defining a relationship among differ-
ent figured worlds in distinct educational spaces (university, 

community college, and high school) or among different fig-
ured worlds in the same space (student, family, and faculty in 
the university) is based on overlap or misalignment among the 
defined metrics of success within each figured world (Figure 2). 
The commonalities and variations in how success is defined 
across these figured worlds are consolidated into three main 
themes: 1) grades are not everything, 2) contrasting roles of the 
family, and 3) variable metrics of success among faculty. These 
themes are summarized and supplemented with additional 
excerpts to reinforce the nuanced perspectives and analytical 
insights that were collectively contributed by the participants in 
our study sample.

RQ1: Figure Words of Different Academic Spaces
Figured World of University.  When articulating their under-
standing of success at the university, many participants empha-
sized the importance of developing interest in the subject mat-
ter of their studies. Discovering a concrete purpose for pursuing 
their field of study was perceived to be essential for breaking 
out of a cycle of arbitrary learning. For example, Mona stated:

I would definitely say that first is having a clear vision of what 
you want at the end is extremely important. So, if I still didn’t 
know what I wanted to do, then I don’t think that I would’ve 
been very successful because I would’ve found a hard time 
being passionate about the subject I’m learning, because it’s all 
random. No clear vision of what I want from my life.

Instead of solely focusing on completing academic require-
ments, participants articulated success as finding an emotional 
connection and personal meaning in their educational pursuits. 
A common mechanism to achieve this was by building social 
connections and participating in relevant academic experi-
ences. For example, Yosef articulated that building connections 
proved to be a more significant asset for him than achieving 
high grades, as the former conferred greater opportunities to 
cultivate meaningful experiences in his major.

Realize that the numbers aren’t everything. Make connections 
with everyone possible, and also, just have a passion for what 
you do. One of the examples that I would give is the fact that I 
personally always sit at the front of the classroom, but I always 
talk to the professor who is teaching either before or after the 

TABLE 2.  Participants with selected interview excerptsa 

Pseudonym Generation status Race and ethnicity Gender Field of study

Antonio FG Latino and White Man Biological sciences
Cameron CG Asian and White Man Biological sciences
Claire CG White Woman Cognitive science
Isabella FG Latina Woman Biological sciences
Maria FG Latina Woman Biological sciences
Mateo FG Latino Man Biological sciences
Mona FG Middle Eastern Woman Health sciences
Ryan CG Asian and White Transgender man Social sciences
Terrance CG Black Man Cognitive science
Yosef FG Middle Eastern Man Computer science
Zahra FG Middle Eastern Woman Biological sciences
aTo provide additional contexts for participants whose excerpts are highlighted in this paper, we include their individual demographic information: college generation 
status defined as FG or CG, race and ethnicity, gender, and field of study.
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class is taught. And that has made me, you know, more familiar 
with the faculty, and I think that opens up opportunities. … 
And, so it just, you expanding who you know affects what 
you’re going to be able to do so much. Because even if you, 
even if you know your shit, even if you know what you’re 
doing, not knowing people is not going to take you that far.

Increased engagement from building connections and expe-
riences allowed these participants to enter a space where they 
could imagine, or figure, themselves toward meaningful aspira-
tions in the university. Many participants articulated that high 
grades were an incomplete representation of success. Although 
high grades were sometimes regarded as a tangible metric of 
academic competence, participants did not recognize grades as 
a determinant that would ultimately give them a clearer vision 
of their trajectories and aspirations beyond the university. The 
enriching experiences and applicable skills were perceived to 
confer greater purpose to their academic and professional 
endeavors. For example, Isabella stated that before she entered 
the university, she defined success exclusively by high grades. 
However, the challenges that she faced at the university and the 
inspiration she received from seeing others persist in the face of 
adversity are the primary factors that influenced her new defi-
nition of success.

I think I would define it as a student who is resilient and who, 
like, persists despite of, like, the challenges that they face. So, 
not a matter of exactly what their grades are, you know, like, 
say, like, if a student, like, failed a class or something, but how 
they like overcame it basically. … I think, before, I thought suc-
cess was just like grades. And I think I grew a lot from then 
because, like, I don’t know. … It’s like, yeah, so I think for sure, 
I think, just, like, all the challenges I’ve faced here. I think see-
ing people that I admire and, like, that I define as, like, being 
successful is different from what I thought was. … I just think I 
have a higher appreciation for students who are resilient as 
opposed to students who just do well academically.

Isabella’s new definition of success demonstrates that she 
had entered a space in the university where she recognized 
growth and resilience as valuable for her personal and aca-
demic development. Observing concrete instances where other 
students had overcome adversity and continued to progress 
toward a successful trajectory prompted her to deprioritize the 
importance of grades. Her realization that grades were an 
incomplete representation of success reflects an emerging sense 
of agency after discovering new opportunities for growth and 
achievement in her figured world of the university.

Even in cases in which high grades were considered as a 
primary metric of success in the university, participants also 
acknowledged that the ability to connect and apply one’s 
academic knowledge beyond a traditional classroom setting 
was equally (if not more) significant. For example, Maria 
stated:

I would define it as someone who comes out of [the univer-
sity] not just with good grades, but also with experience and 
with, um, you know mentorship and knowledge. Yeah, maybe 
also someone who isn’t just or isn’t just knowledgeable in their 
major but also in other fields. … They volunteer or intern in 
labs. You know they could put school as a priority but also not 
let it take over their lives.

Despite the perception that high grades may be an estab-
lished norm of success that is needed to progress toward more 
advanced opportunities, many participants articulated that they 
were still able to recognize other metrics of success beyond aca-
demic performance. For example, Cameron argued that a criti-
cal understanding of course material and providing mentorship 
to one’s peers is an ideal metric of success. However, he simul-
taneously acknowledged that a high-grade point average (GPA) 
is a conflicting and more recognized metric of success within 
this figured world:

Well, I think you’re successful in learning the material if you 
can teach the material to someone else. But obviously success 
is if you can get an “A.” Personally, I don’t settle for anything 
less than an “A.” Even an “A−,” I’m not happy with. “A” or “A+,” 
that’s what I aim for. But that’s the real bummer, right, of the 
education system, is that, like, everything is so grade based. 
So, when I teach a [discussion] section, right? No one, not 
very many people, I’m not going to say no one, not very many 
people care about the actual learning part. They just want to 
know what they have to memorize for the test, and then can 
they forget it, and then get away with that for the rest of their 
life. Right? Everything is just grade based. But I think you’re 
successful if you can learn it and teach someone else. That 
would be the ideal system. Right? But obviously it’s measured 
by GPA.

After reconfiguring their understanding of success at the 
university, participants recognized that exploring and preparing 
for advanced opportunities in their fields was imperative for 
their personal and intellectual development. However, this 
understanding of success was not as mature during their initial 
transition into the university. Before progressing toward this 
more nuanced conception of success, high grades appeared to 
be in the foreground of their university figured worlds. How-
ever, extensive practical experiences in their STEM majors 
allowed participants to engage in meaningful experiences and 
cultivate an enduring sense of identity in their educational tra-
jectories at the university. This is exemplified in Yosef’s evolved 
understanding of success. He originally measured success 
strictly by grades. Although his current definition of success 
minimizes the importance of grades, he states that his passion 
for his major and his desire to build connections and experi-
ences had enhanced his academic performance.

After realizing that there are a lot of people at the school that 
get “A’s” in everything, that is not my definition of success any-
more. Because, for me, the definition of success is what is it 
that makes you unique. What is it that makes you, you know, 
stand out. When, like, people say, this person is successful, 
they can’t say that everyone with a 4.0 is successful because 
that isn’t necessarily a good criterion when you have so many 
people. I feel like success is something that’s more specific. 
More, this person is successful over others because they have 
done this and not just that. And I feel like I’ve stopped caring 
that much about [it]. It’s weird, because I still have a 4.0, but 
I don’t care about it. It’s more like, it’s kind of like a side effect 
to caring about everything else and succeeding at everything 
else that, that just happens versus focusing more on that.

Yosef’s evolved definition of success demonstrates that he 
had entered a space where he felt a sense of fulfillment and 
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authentic scholastic achievement. After accessing opportunities 
where he could develop a stronger personal connection to his 
field of study, he was able to author an identity that was driven 
by values that were more purposeful to his academic and pro-
fessional development.

After identifying experiences that stabilized their feelings of 
competence and achievement, participants were able to negoti-
ate their previous prioritization of grades. Participants came to 
the realization that grades alone would not confer the same 
opportunities for recognition and personal fulfillment. They 
progressed toward new definitions of success after developing a 
sense of agency that sustained their academic growth and 
allowed them to construct more meaningful academic aspira-
tions and identities in the university.

Within this expanded definition of success, participants did 
not state that grades are unimportant; rather, they collectively 
articulated that grades were an incomplete metric that should 
not be substituted for meaningful practical experiences and net-
working opportunities in their majors. Because no participant 
directly articulated that grades should be completely disre-
garded, it is likely that grades were still configured as at least 
partially important in their figured worlds of success at the uni-
versity. However, there was no consensus or articulation of a 
specific cutoff grade or GPA that is perceived as successful. 
Although some participants (e.g., Cameron) set personal goals 
to achieve the highest grades possible, most participants implied 
that grades do not have to be perfect for a student to be success-
ful in the university.

Figured World of Community College.  When navigating 
within their figured worlds of community college, partici-
pants retrospectively described a narrower and more simplis-
tic understanding of success. In community college, the par-
ticipants were overall more focused on achieving high 
performance in their academic course work. For example, 
Maria relates:

I was focused on, you know, just being at the top of the class 
and didn’t really much pay attention to stuff that was going on 
outside. You know, social issues and stuff like that. And being 
here at [the university], I realized that, you know, you don’t 
have to be top of the class to be a good student or a successful 
student.

Maria perceived a restricted vision of student engagement 
in community college. After transferring to the university, she 
became more cognizant that her education could be applied to 
opportunities linked to broader social issues. However, 
because she perceived that her academic identity was con-
strained to normative standards of academic evaluation, she 
may not have been aware of existing opportunities in commu-
nity college. A perception of limited opportunities outside the 
classroom ultimately restricted her from progressing toward 
personally enriching academic endeavors until she transferred 
to the university.

Although high grades were the central focus in how many 
participants thought about success in community college, 
strong academic performance did not necessarily translate to 
achieving meaningful engagement within their academic stud-
ies. For Mona:

[Success was] just grades. Yeah, I mean, I don’t really think 
that. Yeah, it was a very dispassionate environment to be in 
[laughs]. I don’t know. Everyone has a different experience at 
community college, but I felt like I wasted a lot of time. You’re 
not really surrounded by the same people, so community col-
lege, a lot of people tend to want the easy way out or they tend 
to want less difficult exams or they always complain about the 
professor. But the environment [at the university] is really dif-
ferent. Students are more driven and motivated to learn the 
materials.

Mona’s perception of a “dispassionate environment” indi-
cates that she did not cultivate the same agency at community 
college as she had when navigating the university. After experi-
encing a new sociocultural environment in the university, Mona 
had entered a space where she perceived that developing pas-
sion and meaningful experiences were reinforced as institu-
tional norms. Unlike in community college, she felt a sense of 
agency that inspired her to adopt these more purposeful metrics 
when authoring her identity trajectory in the university.

The perception of a different academic culture in community 
college may be due to a perceived difference in cultural norms 
and values. Existing literature has highlighted a social stigma 
that depicts transfer students as being academically underpre-
pared for course work in 4-year universities. This stigma is 
derived from a perception of community colleges as being less 
rigorous and academically inferior (Laanan et  al., 2010; 
Chin-Newman and Shaw, 2013; Shaw et al., 2019). Terrance, 
for example, may have shared this stigma, as he perceives that 
the expectations for a community college student are far lower 
than a university student. He believes that merely passing and 
transferring to a university would be the primary metric of suc-
cess in his community college. This perception of a successful 
community college student was influenced by his observation 
that many community college students in his hometown were 
unable to complete these minimum expectations.

The expectations are far lower there, so I think that passing is 
the [mark] for, you know, success. I think that not dropping 
out is success. I think getting an [associate’s degree] or trans-
ferring to a four-year university and completing that is like the 
gold standard of success because I don’t think that the majority 
of people that go into community college, do that.

A perceived difference in academic norms and expectations 
indicates that some participants may have experienced a dis-
connection in their understanding of success across their uni-
versity and community college figured worlds (Table 3). How-
ever, a misalignment between the community college and 
university figured worlds is not necessarily a generalized phe-
nomenon for all transfer students. For example, Isabella identi-
fied herself as being a good student in community college and 
believed that she had a strong sense of community due to her 
ability to work efficiently with other students and build connec-
tions with faculty. Her metric of success in this figured world is 
more defined by grades, as she perceives that high grades are a 
primary determinant for transferring to the university. How-
ever, she also articulates that building connections and being 
involved in different opportunities are a source of confidence 
that is instrumental in the transition from community college to 
university.
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I think there, I always thought, like, success was like getting 
good grades and transferring into a good university. I think 
that, like, I felt like that defined my success. Also, being 
involved with different opportunities, and I think just doing 
well in your classes. It was, I don’t know, I think that’s what I 
defined success as. I was very, I guess like a lot of people, they 
really looked up to me at community college. So, I had, like, 
everyone knew me for being a good student, like everyone. So, 
I think it was just different, my experience there.

Because the participants articulated variations in the extent 
to which the metrics of success defined in their community col-
lege and university figured worlds were similar or overlapping, 
we speculate that community colleges may not be uniform in 
academic expectations or in the amount of academic and pro-
fessional resources provided.

Figured World of High School.  Although the central goal of 
this analysis is to configure the identity trajectory of transfer 
students across the community college to university transition, 
the participants were also prompted to articulate their figured 
worlds of success in their respective high schools. High school 
represents a critical educational space that lies along the contin-
uum of students’ academic trajectories. Experiences in high 
school may establish expectations that may be incorporated 
into transfer students’ figured worlds of academic success when 
navigating through community college or the university.

Configurations of the community college and high school 
figured worlds revealed a fundamental overlap in the role of 
quantitative measures of academic achievement on the con-
struction of the participants’ academic identities (Table 3). 
Emphasis on grades when thinking about success was con-
versely undermined after participants had the opportunity to 
engage in meaningful academic and practical experiences in 
the university. However, several participants perceived that per-
forming well academically in high school was essential for 
advancing toward the next academic stage. The participants 
construed that their academic identities were driven by an obli-
gation to conform to high educational standards measured by 
grades and standardized examinations. Although high grades 
were perceived to be a norm for defining success within this 
academic space, this achievement did not necessarily translate 
to engagement in meaningful intellectual and personal growth 
experiences. For example, Terrance articulated that the overar-
ching goal in high school is to ultimately gain admission into a 
4-year university. Although he desires to see a focus on the cul-
tural and creative growth of the individual, he feels that the 
secondary education system embodies quantitative metrics of 

success. These metrics undermine the cultivation of criti-
cal-thinking skills that he perceives are essential for success in 
the university.

I don’t agree with [high school’s] version of success. I think it’s 
very quantitative and misses a lot of the important aspects of 
what makes a successful student. For me, a successful student 
is someone who is able to be above average on all of those 
things, that they, on tests, standardized tests, and SATs. You 
know, if you’re above average, that is success. If you get in a 
4-year university, that is success. But I think that they failed to 
take into account things like cultural growth and creative 
growth. And so, they would not really care what sort of grades 
you got in a Spanish class or in an art class or in a music class, 
and that was disappointing that they didn’t worry or weren’t 
concerned with the holistic growth of an individual.

Maria highlights that the norms for defining success in high 
school were constrained by peer influence. Although she per-
ceived that focusing on academics in high school is important, 
the agency to progress toward high academic performance may 
be limited by unmotivating peer interactions.

Honestly that’s going to be hard for me to answer because high 
school wasn’t that great, and that’s why I went to community 
college. But I guess as a high school student, when you’re suc-
cessful, it means that you’re not just influenced by your peers, 
you know, doing bad stuff. You’re focused. You’re taking your 
classes seriously because you know that maybe it doesn’t mean 
anything to you right now, but in the future, it’s going to mean 
a lot. I mean graduating from university and going and having 
your career that you love. So just, I guess thinking beyond just 
high school is what makes high school students successful.

She retrospectively describes her high school experience as 
suboptimal, and this may be due to her perception that the 
benchmarks for success were much lower and did inspire her to 
author meaningful academic interests along her identity 
trajectory.

For Claire, active involvement in extracurricular activities 
was pivotal for success in high school. However, she sees 
involvement more geared toward nonacademic interests. Her 
overall figured world of a successful high school student is more 
focused on achieving basic academic competence to progress 
toward her long-term academic and career goals. She sees a 
positive social environment through active involvement in 
extracurricular activities as instrumental for achieving high 
grades, which she perceives are a gatekeeper for progressing 
toward the next stage of her academic career.

TABLE 3.  Different roles of grades and experiencesa

Figured world Role of grades Role of experiences

University Grades are an incomplete representation of success that 
should not undermine the importance of building 
relevant experiences and connections.

Academic experiences and connections are essential for 
cultivating meaningful aspirations in the university 
community.

Community college High grades are prioritized due to importance in 
advancing toward the next academic stage.

Experiences are not readily available or are not directly 
relevant to long-term aspirations.

High school High grades are prioritized due to importance in 
advancing toward the next academic stage.

Experiences improve social standing but are not directly 
relevant to long-term aspirations.

aThe most salient descriptions of the role of grades and experiences across the three different educational spaces. Configuration of community college and high school 
shows strongest overlap across the three figured worlds.
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In terms of a goal, it was always to go to a [university]. So I’d 
say success was getting a good GPA and to be in the top of the 
class. … I think that in high school, to be successful, you need 
to, I feel like [social dynamics] are really important in high 
school, and a lot of people would be like, “You need to do 
academics. You need to study all the time.” And I think in high 
school, if you have a bad social environment, you’re going to 
have a bad time, and that’s going to affect your grades. So 
being able to have a solid social group and be involved in dif-
ferent aspects, like sports or theater, all will inherently get your 
grades higher in high school because [social dynamics] are so 
important.

Although success in the participants’ community college and 
high school figured worlds often showed stronger overlap than 
the university due to the perceived importance of grades, a met-
ric of success that was unique to high school was social standing 
(Table 3). For example, Yosef recognizes that success in high 
school is more dependent on grades, but he also mentions the 
tendency for high school to measure popularity as a parameter 
of success:

At high school, I feel like success was also strictly related to the 
grade. I was in [another country] back then, and it was the IB 
system, so I’m pretty sure it’s an entirely different perspective 
from the people who are here.  Yeah, its success was more 
about being social than it was about, it was about the grade, 
but it was also about, you know, who was, as all high schools 
are, who was more popular, who was more social. I feel like 
that is an indicator for who’s successful in high school. … But 
then, that doesn’t apply anywhere after because, who cares if 
you’re popular or not in college.

Because Yosef perceives that the popularity metric of success 
does not apply after high school, there is a partial lack of over-
lap between his high school and community college figured 
worlds.

Although social acceptance among peers and teachers was a 
common source of self-efficacy and positive identity formation 
in high school, popularity was often given a negative connota-
tion. Difficulty in fulfilling or conforming to this norm was per-
ceived to undermine a positive identity trajectory and overall 
sense of belonging. For example, Isabella previously described a 
strong sense of social community in her community college that 
was instrumental for her academic and emotional transition 
into the university. However, she did not experience this sense 
of community in her high school. She did not perceive that any-
one in her high school was interested in her future success, and 
the only accomplishment she could identify was a timely 
graduation.

I went to a high school that really didn’t prepare me at all for 
college. Like at all. When I transferred, like, I was on the 
lower math, lower English, lower everything. So, like, I had 
to start from the bottom. So, success for me was just, I guess 
graduating because I was, like, very forgotten at my high 
school. Like, nobody, like, cared about, you know, my success. 
I remember, like, my senior year, like, having no plan, and I 
had to reach out to my teacher and, like, it was really difficult 
to even do that. And so, I think success for me in high school 
is actually just, like, graduating and just continuing from 
there.

In Isabella’s perception, she was invisible in high school, a 
space that did not provide her with sufficient recognition expe-
riences. Her limited agency in the figured world of high school 
did not allow her to develop a clear vision of success. She per-
ceived a lack of accessible resources that would have guided her 
toward meaningful academic aspirations. Isabella implies that 
lack of access to capital in high school led to enduring disconti-
nuities in her academic preparation and expectations when 
navigating through her figured worlds of community college 
and the university.

Theme: Grades Are Not Everything.  When constructing their 
figured worlds of success in the university, the participants in 
this study articulated a strong sense of identity after participat-
ing in experiences and engaging in interpersonal interactions 
that were relevant to their personal and academic development. 
This allowed them to develop a sense of agency in their aca-
demic learning experiences and reimagine success as authentic 
engagement in their learning rather than the fulfillment of arbi-
trary academic requirements. However, when the participants 
were prompted to define success as a student in community 
college, high grades were perceived as the highest priority. The 
initial focus on high grades likely relates to the perceived impor-
tance of grades in the transfer process. Because high grades are 
perceived as the primary metric that determines university 
admission, some participants felt constrained to adhering to 
this single measure of success throughout their community col-
lege experiences. For example, as Antonio succinctly summa-
rized:

Success in community college is getting a 4.0 [GPA]. Because 
your entire purpose in life at that point is to transfer some-
where. That’s, that should be the entire goal. To get straight 
“A’s.” For defining, like, success as a community college stu-
dent, that’s what I would say.

Participants who described high grades as being in the fore-
ground of success in their community college figured worlds 
had authored their identity trajectory to comply with a norm 
that they perceived would advance them toward the next stage 
of their academic careers. However, achieving high grades did 
not necessarily allow the participants to develop positive iden-
tities or cultivate meaningful experiences in their academic tra-
jectories. Following their transition to the university, partici-
pants expanded their figured worlds of success to include other 
metrics, and many participants articulated that their overall 
definitions of success as a student had at least partially changed 
over the course of their university experiences. After being fully 
immersed in the university community, participants realized 
that high grades did not necessarily confer the same opportuni-
ties for personal growth or positive identity formation as did 
building relevant experiences and social connections in their 
majors. Even in cases in which participants emphasized high 
grades, this benchmark of success was often supplemented with 
other metrics, such as proactively applying academic knowl-
edge and building professional experiences. Conversely, 
through a reflection of their community college experiences, 
some participants claimed that there were limited opportunities 
to explore their academic interests and build relevant academic 
experiences. For example, Ryan stated:
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At community college, it’s harder because there’s not as many 
opportunities outside of the classroom to develop your inter-
ests. For me, if I wanted to work at a lab, I had to go over to 
[another university]. There was nothing at my community col-
lege for me to do. And luckily it was, you know, virtually across 
the street, so that wasn’t a big like sacrifice. But there are, like, 
lots of clubs at community college. The most valuable volun-
teer experience I ever had was at community college. And so, 
there are ways to get involved. But it does take a little bit, I 
think, more effort than it does here at [the university].

Because the opportunities to build relevant academic experi-
ences in community colleges are perceived to be limited, the 
emphasis on achieving high grades became more pronounced 
for many participants. The participants articulated that research 
and mentorship experiences seem to be more naturally inte-
grated into the university than in community college. Although 
alternate extracurricular and volunteer opportunities are pres-
ent in community college, community college students pursu-
ing STEM may perceive that they are not able to construct expe-
riences that are directly relevant to their fields of study. In some 
cases, this may be due to limited opportunities for research and 
other professional experiences.

The different meanings assigned to grades across the com-
munity college and university contexts reflects an additional 
form of “transfer shock” that is not experienced by non-transfer 
students. A previous study that examined the high school to 
university transition of students from racially and ethnically 
minoritized backgrounds highlighted that grades are often used 
as a guiding metric for students to assess their success in navi-
gating the academic system in a higher education institution 
(Hurtado et al., 2007). Grades have also been linked to out-
come-focused emotions that impact student engagement, and 
the literature often triangulates grades, motivation, and other 
metrics of social and academic belonging to measure student 
adjustment during the first year (Pittman and Richmond, 2008; 
Kahu et al., 2015; Stephens et al., 2014). However, student rec-
ognition of grades as an incomplete measure of success in the 
university has not been a salient observation in this literature. 
Even if non-transfer students experience incompatible expecta-
tions in the high school to university transition, they have con-
siderably more time to navigate the norms of the university and 
reconfigure their figured worlds of success. In contrast, transfer 
students navigate through an additional higher education insti-
tution before transitioning to the university, so they may adopt 
the perceived norms and values of the culture from that first 
sociocultural space when thinking about the behaviors and 
practices needed to succeed in the university that they transi-
tion into. Because transfer students experience an additional 
institutional culture in which high grades may be recognized 
and rewarded as a demonstration of academic competence, the 
perceived reinforcement of high grades in a higher education 
institution may lead to greater shock or disorientation as they 
reconfigure their figured worlds of success and academic iden-
tities in the university.

Figured worlds illustrate that socially constructed identities 
involve a complex interplay between agency and one’s percep-
tion of institutional and sociocultural norms. Transfer students 
who are not provided with opportunities to explore their aca-
demic interests beyond the classroom in community college 
may configure high grades as the primary determinant of aca-

demic competence in their figured worlds of the university. 
Defining high grades as a benchmark of success could be influ-
enced by a multitude of academic experiences and interper-
sonal interactions in high school and community college that 
reward and recognize high grades as a demonstration of strong 
academic performance. Because identities can be shaped by 
positive recognition experiences (Carlone and Johnson, 2007), 
students who receive positive reinforcement for high grades 
may habituate their identities to align primarily with this one 
metric of academic success. However, these identities may not 
ultimately align with the norms and values of the university. 
The misalignment indicates that the transition to the university 
can be particularly difficult for transfer students who have lim-
ited exposure or access to mentorship and practical experiences 
that introduce them to the dynamic and rigorous expectations 
established within the university community. Although this 
study was primarily focused on examining the community col-
lege to university transition, participants were also asked to 
define success as a student in high school to elucidate points of 
overlap or misalignment between their high school, community 
college, and university figured worlds. Overall, the responses 
indicate that there were lower expectations in high school. 
However, there appears to be a stronger overlap between the 
community college and high school figured worlds in the 
emphasis on high grades. Several participants articulated that 
high grades in high school are the primary determinant of a 
successful transition into the next stage of their academic 
careers.

Like in community college, the available extracurricular 
opportunities are also not perceived to be necessarily related to 
the development of academic interests. Participation in high 
school extracurricular activities is more motivated by a desire to 
achieve high social standing, a metric of success that is more 
unique to the high school figured world. Students who use their 
agency to position themselves as popular in high school may 
purposefully disengage from their learning if they feel that the 
culture of academics would hinder their social mobility and 
sense of belonging (Shanahan, 2009). Likewise, high school 
students who feel pressured to do well on quantitative metrics 
of academic achievement may enact agency that rejects other 
opportunities for academic enrichment. High grades are a norm 
of success that rewards competence and mobilizes students 
toward the next stage of their educational trajectories (Tocci, 
2010; McMorran et al., 2017). However, the pressure to achieve 
high grades may reduce student creativity, critical thinking, and 
the motivation to invest time and energy toward developing 
authentic academic and career interests. Without alternate 
opportunities for academic enrichment, students may feel 
underprepared to seek opportunities in higher education that 
advance them toward meaningful aspirations and prepare them 
for their future career pathways.

Because popularity and high grades are not perceived to be 
as strongly emphasized in the university, students may experi-
ence a discontinuity in their understanding of the practices and 
norms that constitute success. Students who attend a commu-
nity college before transitioning to the university may also 
experience a continuity in academic expectations from high 
school if they perceive that the norms at their community col-
lege continue to recognize high grades as the primary metric of 
academic competence. Reinforcing these expectations in a 
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higher education institution may have negative repercussions 
on student identities if students experience challenges when 
navigating through new and possibly conflicting cultural norms 
in the university.

RQ2: Different Figured Worlds of the University Space
Family’s Figured World.  Cultural capital and expectations 
drawn from experiences with family can also have an enduring 
effect on student expectations, preparation, and overall identity 
formation in the university (Brooks, 2003; McCarron and 
Ineklas, 2006; Bryan and Simmons, 2009). The observation 
that different levels of familial support can function beneficially 
or detrimentally for students’ navigation through higher educa-
tion has been well established in the literature, especially in 
studies comparing the experiences of FG and continuing-gener-
ation (CG) students (e.g., Terenzini et al.,1996; Bui, 2002; Pike 
and Kuh, 2005; Engle, 2007). Because the participants in this 
study were given structured support during their transition to 
the university, disparities in familial support or how their fami-
lies may interpret institutional norms may be manifested in the 
students’ identity trajectories in the university. Although this is 
a transfer student population with an uncommon summer 
bridge program experience, participants were prompted to 
articulate how they perceived that their families would define 
success at the university to examine whether they had similar 
disparities in their perceived levels of familial support and nav-
igational capital in the university. Consistent with student expe-
riences in previous literature, participants with differences in 
sociocultural backgrounds configured their figured worlds of 
family in different ways. Even with a limited and unique data 
set, the continuity in these experiences validates the potential 
of our participant sample to provide exemplars of different 
identity-forming experiences in other academic and sociocul-
tural contexts.

For example, when configuring the figured world of his fam-
ily into the university space, Yosef believes that his family would 
define success primarily by his achievement of high grades. 
However, he claims that they disapprove of his computer sci-
ence major, because they feel that it does not give him much 
status in comparison to other culturally prestigious career path-
ways. Although he believes that this perception of success varies 
from individual to individual, his own family’s metric of success 
does not appear to overlap at all within his university figured 
world. This misalignment may be due to differences in educa-
tional standards that his family had experienced when they 
briefly attended (but did not complete) university in another 
country with potentially different cultural and social norms and 
values.

They would define it as a 4.0 [GPA] for sure. But I feel like, I 
honestly don’t know because it’s very dependent on the family. 
It’s very dependent on what your family expects of you. 
There’s, you know, families that, even when I told my parents 
that I was going to switch to computer science from being pre-
med, they were extremely shocked, and they didn’t like my 
decision, but they also didn’t realize how successful the com-
puter science field is and how, they care about the name that 
I’m going to make for myself. And, I feel like if they wanted a 
doctor, they think that, oh, only doctors and lawyers are going 
to get the high name or engineers and people who do anything 
else are not going to have as much of it, as much of a status.

Yosef’s perception of a conflict between his figured world of 
his family and his figured world of the university illustrates how 
his FG status and his cultural background intersect with his 
lived experiences at the university. His family had different 
expectations that were likely influenced by limited or different 
cultural experiences in higher education. However, even with 
conflicting familial expectations, he was able to navigate toward 
a more nuanced understanding of university norms after culti-
vating purposeful experiences in his major.

The perception of the family having a limited understanding 
of the norms and values of success in the university was com-
mon for several of the participants identified as FG. However, 
CG participants configured their figured worlds of their families 
in the university space differently. In contrast to Yosef, Camer-
on’s trajectory at the university seems to be strongly influenced 
by familial expectations. Because both of his parents had 
received bachelor’s degrees, their familiarity with the college 
experience may be the fundamental reason why their basic met-
rics of success overlap with his figured world of the university:

Well, I’ve always grown up in, like, a really strict family where 
you always need to be at the top of your class, always very 
high grades. So definitely, if I ever go home and tell them I got 
like a “B,” that’s not going to go down very well. So definitely, 
success is doing well. Getting an “A,” you know, even if you get 
an “A” though, say like a 95 percent in the class, that’s great. 
But could you have done better? If you could have done better, 
then you should have. That’s the way they look at it. And it’s a 
good way to look at it, but it can be like stressful sometimes for 
sure. Yeah, I mean, to them, really, as long as you’re doing well 
in school grade-wise, because that is what translates to the 
outside world in the end. How you get a job, how you go on to 
higher education, right?

This overlap did not appear as strongly (or exist at all) in 
other program participants who were FG (Table 4). Although 
many participants de-emphasized the importance of grades 
when thinking about success at the university, Cameron did not 
limit his metric of success solely to high grades. He continued to 
recognize the importance of being proactive in his education 
and gaining a fundamental understanding of course material so 
that he could properly apply his content knowledge to his future 
educational and professional endeavors. Although he perceived 
that his family’s expectations influenced his navigation through 
the university, the intersection of his family and university fig-
ured worlds into the university provided him with the drive and 
aspiration to continue down a high-achieving and proactive 
educational pathway.

Several participants described their families as having more 
limited roles in their university experiences. Maria (FG) stated, 
“I feel like they don’t understand what it means to be at [the 
university]. They just think it’s another university. So, they don’t 
really have high expectations. You know, they just are proud 
that I’m here studying and graduating.” Terrance (CG) also per-
ceived a limited role of his family, but with a different 
perspective:

I think that they’re kind of laid back, and they would just want 
me to accomplish the goals that I had set. And so, I mean 
they’re incredible. They’re very, very proud of the success that 
I’ve made and the progress that I have made. But I don’t think 
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they have anything specific in mind other than wanting me to 
accomplish the goals that I want to accomplish.

In contrast to Maria, the partial lack of overlap between Ter-
rance’s figured worlds of his family and the university is not 
attributed to his family’s inexperience or misunderstanding of 
university norms (Table 4). Because both of his parents had 
completed a college education, their lack of influence on his 
university figured world is instead due to their desire to see him 
independently explore his interests and progress toward his 
goals. He perceives that his family is supporting a space where 
he can author his identity and cultivate experiences that allow 
him to proactively pursue his academic interests. His family is 
providing a nurturing environment where he can independently 
develop a sense of agency in his educational pursuits, yet he 
feels that he can still rely on his family as an accessible source 
of knowledge and guidance as he navigates through the 
university.

Theme: Contrasting Roles of Family  Previous studies have 
found that FG college students face disadvantages in their tran-
sition to higher education because they experience lower levels 
of familial support and resources in comparison to their CG 
peers (Terenzini et al., 1996; McConnell, 2000; McCarron and 
Ineklas, 2006; Engle, 2007). Many FG students feel that their 
families lack a fundamental understanding of their daily school 
environment (York-Anderson and Bowman, 1991; Bryan and 
Simmons, 2009). In the case studies presented, the disparity in 
the roles of the family between FG and CG students continues 
to be reinforced. For the FG participants, familial expectations 
were not well aligned within the students’ figured worlds of a 
successful university student. When asked to define specific 
familial expectations, many FG participants were not able to 
easily identify these metrics due to their belief that their fami-
lies had little understanding of the university experience or how 
success was achievable in their majors.

In contrast, the CG participants perceived more significant 
overlap between their university and family figured worlds. 
Their families were able to empathize and understand the cul-
tural norms of the university due to their own college experi-
ences. For example, Cameron perceived that his parents had 
rigorous expectations, because they recognized the importance 
of self-discipline and upholding high standards in higher educa-
tion and professional career settings. Even in cases in which 
participants did not perceive any specific expectations from 
their families, this was due to their perceptions that their 
families desired for them to build their own experiences and 

accomplish their personal goals (Table 4). Like in Terrance’s 
case, families of CG students may instead want to provide their 
children with a space where they can independently develop 
and pursue their interests with minimal bias or influence from 
their parents’ university experiences. However, unlike FG fami-
lies, families of CG students could still be an invaluable source 
of cultural knowledge that students could access for guidance 
and support as they navigate through the university.

FG participants who did perceive an influence of familial 
expectations on their trajectory through the university also 
articulated that the expectations were often broad and did not 
guide them toward specific practices or resources for achieving 
their academic goals. For example, Zahra stated, “Family looks 
at the bigger picture. What are your grades? How well are you 
doing? Are you going to get accepted to graduate school? Those 
things.” These broad conceptions do not rigidly align with the 
various norms for achieving success articulated in the students’ 
figured worlds of the university.

Additionally, because several FG participants had parents 
who did not attend schools in the United States, there is an 
additional perceived cultural barrier that limits the crossing of 
the family figured world into the student’s figured world of suc-
cess. As Mateo articulated:

[My family is] not very familiar with the U.S. university sys-
tem. And for them, they don’t know when I’m going to have a 
midterm or not, or how long is a quarter. And I’ve been trying 
to explain to them how the system works. But they always 
forget, right? It’s not their priority.

Although students consistently interact with and interpret 
the expectations from their families, the cultural knowledge 
that FG students receive is not necessarily rewarded or capital-
ized on in traditional higher education settings. Working with 
incompatible knowledge signifies that FG students may have an 
additional emotional and cognitive load that they must over-
come when reconfiguring their identities in the university com-
munity. A misalignment between the family and student figured 
worlds indicates that many FG students perceive that their fam-
ilies lack a fundamental understanding of the rigorous demands 
that they face at the university. Many FG students may not have 
access to a significant source of social capital that guides them 
toward the opportunities and social networks needed to effec-
tively form a positive identity trajectory in the university. Even 
with a transfer student population with different backgrounds 
and an uncommon summer bridge program experience, the 
conclusions from this analysis are overall consistent with 

TABLE 4.  Contrasting roles of the familya 

Family role FG CG

Involved Family takes a proactive interest in the student’s experiences. 
However, cultural knowledge and expectations are often 
not compatible with university norms.

Family has high expectations for the student’s academic 
performance because of the firsthand parental experiences 
and successes in their own higher education.

Hands-off Family does not take an active role in the student’s educational 
experiences. They have a limited understanding of what 
may constitute success in higher education.

Family does not take an active role, because the student should 
independently build experiences without any bias or 
influence from parental educational trajectories.

aThe involved family role signifies that the family has direct expectations, whereas the hands-off family role implies limited engagement with no specific expectations. 
Within each family role, parents of FG and CG college students also exhibit differences in their reasons for their engagement or lack thereof.
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previous literature that elucidates a contrast in the levels of 
familial support between FG and CG students (Pascarella et al., 
2004; Collier and Morgan, 2008; Mehta et al., 2011).

University Faculty’s Figured World.  In the university, partici-
pants collectively described several factors that influenced their 
figured worlds of success in that space, including out of class 
experiences and building social connections. Faculty were men-
tioned indirectly when the participants discussed their course 
work or expanding their interests in their majors, but they did 
not directly reference faculty expectations as a source of these 
expanded metrics. Faculty occupy a unique role in the univer-
sity, because they represent sources of social and cultural capital 
in their respective fields and are therefore significant actors in 
the same space where students construct their academic identi-
ties and career aspirations (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005; Kim 
and Sax, 2009). Furthermore, recognition from faculty serves as 
substantial identify-forming events (Carlone and Johnson, 
2007).

Despite participating in a research-based summer bridge 
program and having mentored research experiences, most of 
the students did not discuss faculty expectations outside the 
classroom setting. Within this more traditional academic con-
text, many participants struggled to identify specific and 
well-defined metrics when articulating how they perceived fac-
ulty would define success. For example, Terrance articulates 
that there is not a comprehensive conception of success among 
all the faculty departments within the university. Because of this 
variation, his figured world of university faculty fails to com-
pletely overlap with the metrics of success he defined within his 
university figured world.

I think that’s going to vary pretty widely, wildly. I think that the 
[university] departments are so large that there is not a cohe-
sive vision as to what makes success. And if there is a cohesive 
vision, I don’t think that most professors know it or follow it 
when evaluating students.

Similarly, Mona found it difficult to identify metrics of suc-
cess among faculty. However, she assumes that faculty expecta-
tions show at least some overlap with her figured world of the 
university. She claims that developing passion and a genuine 
interest in the subject matter of one’s major is a metric of suc-
cess that is likely to be recognized and respected by university 
faculty.

In all honesty, I mean, I really haven’t asked faculty yet 
[laughs]. So, I’m not really sure, but if I had to guess, it’s defi-
nitely a student who goes to office hours all the time, gets “A’s” 
on exams, is genuinely interested in the subject matter. That 
kind of student definitely gets recognized by the professor. … 
So the success measured by a professor, I would probably say 
is the ability to connect and convey the same ideas [in the 
class] can go a little bit beyond that.

Although Mona states that she has not directly had conver-
sations with faculty regarding their expectations and values, she 
indicates that there are underlying cues that have at least par-
tially molded her understanding of the practices that faculty 
may perceive as successful. Even without one-on-one interac-

tion, faculty are conveying verbal and nonverbal cues that 
intentionally or unintentionally establish expectations that stu-
dents may adopt, negotiate, or resist when constructing their 
own figured worlds of the university.

The perceived variability in faculty expectations prevented 
several participants from uniformly configuring their figured 
worlds of faculty within their own figured worlds of a successful 
university student. Cameron articulates that there may be mul-
tiple extremes that lie on a continuum of how faculty define and 
measure success. For example, he perceives that some faculty 
may emphasize grades. Conversely, he also recognizes that 
other faculty may shift away from the emphasis of grades and 
instead encourage a fundamental understanding of course 
material that facilitates critical thinking and application of aca-
demic knowledge.

I think it depends on the professor. I think a lot of professors 
are very grade based also, and if you can do well on their 
exam, then they think you’re a successful student. But every-
one has very different exams, right? So, [I’m] taking classes 
where there are just three problems on the exam, and you 
have to know the concepts. I’m also taking exams and classes 
where it’s just straight up, just, did you memorize, like, the 
lecture, right? You don’t really have to do any application 
[of] critical thinking. It’s just straight up, like, did you listen? 
Did you come to class? So, it’s kind of hard to say what 
exactly they define success, because I think their ideas are so 
different. So yeah, it’s tough to say. But I would, I would 
hope we kind of shift more toward what I said earlier, which 
is if you understand the material well enough to teach it, and 
if you can apply it to different, to different scenarios, right? 
Not just, like, draw an amino acid structure. Like, anyone can 
do that.

Although most participants did not mention faculty specifi-
cally in a mentored research setting, some alluded to expecta-
tions that extended beyond the traditional classroom setting. 
For Maria, university faculty’s definition of success would 
include well-roundedness in other social issues beyond one’s 
major. She also articulates that students who are proactive and 
cultivate meaningful connections outside the university are rec-
ognized by faculty as being successful:

It’s so hard, so many things. So, [it] would be [being] disci-
plined for sure. And like I said, they would be aware of other 
issues going on, not just, you know, what you’re studying. 
Someone who is willing to just go outside their comfort zone 
and, you know, go talk to people whenever you have a ques-
tion, like not be afraid to get it answered. And someone who 
sees just beyond [the university].

Theme: Variable Metrics of Success among Faculty.  All par-
ticipants in this study were provided with opportunities as part 
of the summer bridge program to network with faculty in 
STEM. Because students take general education courses, non-
STEM faculty may also have expectations that could influence 
how STEM students construct their figured worlds of success. 
The interview protocol referred to faculty expectations without 
prompting participants to discuss STEM faculty specifically, and 
the broad scope of this interview question allowed the partici-
pants to comprehensively describe the faculty expectations they 
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felt were most salient in the university. Most participants 
described success in a traditional classroom setting rather than 
in a mentored research setting.

When prompted to elaborate on what they perceived as 
behaviors recognized by faculty as being successful, many par-
ticipants indicated at least some overlapping metrics between 
their figured worlds of faculty and their figured worlds of the 
university. These metrics included but were not limited to 
1) building relevant connections and practical experiences, 
2) engaging proactively in classroom discourses and activities, 
and 3) focusing on long-term contributions to research or other 
extracurricular opportunities in their fields of study. Although 
the participants were able to identify overlap between these fig-
ured worlds, they also perceived variability in how individual 
faculty members and different departments defined success. As 
noted by Terrance, the university departments are so large that 
it is difficult to establish “a cohesive vision as to what makes 
success.” This perception of variability is also evident in recog-
nition of different extremes as to how faculty define success. 
These extremes could range from measuring success exclusively 
by academic performance to students making significant contri-
butions in research and other professional settings. For exam-
ple, Mateo articulated:

I think the minimum [expectation] is to do well in class. The 
other one is to contribute to the class, bring in other subjects 
that could relate to a class. Probably do some of their research 
in their lab, and if they find something interesting, [a professor 
will think], “Not only [are you] doing well in my class, but 
you’re actually writing something [for] my lab. Probably that 
will be the extreme side of professors of success, but in general 
I think professors think that a good student doing well in their 
classes is the success that they expect.

We recognize that the participants in this study represent a 
small sample of transfer students who received guidance in their 
transition to the university through a summer bridge program. 
The program connected participants to faculty and provided 
them with resources that would initiate research experiences in 
STEM. The common summer bridge program experience may 
have converged participants’ figured worlds of success. How-
ever, even with resources that supported them to overcome the 
institutional barrier of approaching and connecting with faculty, 
many participants still did not recognize a cohesive vision of 
success based on their interpretations of faculty expectations. 
Because students draw from multiple experiences and interac-
tions when constructing their figured worlds of success in the 
university, it is not surprising that many participants did not 
articulate complete alignment between faculty expectations and 
their own figured worlds of success in the university.

The program faculty continued to provide participants with 
social and networking opportunities after the summer, and 
most participants carried out independent research projects in a 
faculty’s laboratory following the program. Therefore, the par-
ticipants were more likely to have interacted with faculty com-
pared with other students without these supports. Even without 
one-on-one discussions with faculty, the participants’ figured 
worlds of how university faculty define success still represents 
their lived realities. Regardless of whether there is a cohesive 
vision of success among faculty that is not perceived by students, 

the students’ perception of faculty values is ultimately going to 
affect how they position their understanding of the norms of 
success in their figured worlds of the university.

The variable overlap between the student and faculty fig-
ured worlds elicits concerns regarding power and privilege. Bar-
riers to understanding faculty expectations may include gener-
ational, cultural, or social class differences between students 
and faculty (Dika, 2012). Studies of non-transfer students have 
found racial differences in students’ propensity for interacting 
with faculty, and some of these studies have observed that stu-
dents from minoritized groups engage in fewer faculty interac-
tions (Cole, 2007; Hurtado et al., 2011). For example, racially 
and ethnically minoritized students have reported that faculty 
held stereotypes regarding their academic competence that 
influenced the quantity and quality of their subsequent interac-
tions (Carlone and Johnson, 2007; Chang et al., 2011; Beasley 
and Fischer, 2012). Similarly, because the cultural capital that 
FG students have from their families is often not transferable to 
a higher education institution, FG students have reported expe-
riencing greater challenges in fulfilling faculty expectations 
when navigating and managing course work than their CG 
counterparts (Collier and Morgan, 2008).

Transfer student populations typically encompass these 
minoritized identities, and transfer students are unique in that 
they experience multiple institutional cultures in higher educa-
tion. Because community college courses are smaller compared 
with those at large research universities, transfer students may 
be accustomed to an institutional culture in which faculty may 
be more accessible, which could lead to transfer shock during 
their initial navigation of the university (Hills, 1965; Townsend 
and Wilson, 2006; Laanan et al., 2010; Chrystal et al., 2013). 
Furthermore, while the stereotypical experiences of minoritized 
identities described earlier were not directly referenced in the 
participants’ figured worlds of faculty, the potential biases from 
faculty documented elsewhere (e.g., Carlone and Johnson, 
2007; Shaw et al., 2019) may have also contributed to the vari-
ability in faculty expectations becoming more salient.

Interactions with faculty are crucial for cultivating experi-
ences and opportunities at the university, so the perception of 
inconsistent faculty expectations may be an additional chal-
lenge that transfer students face when they are not afforded 
access to the resources that positively guide their identity trajec-
tories in the university. Faculty have the credibility and power to 
recognize students as being competent, and students rely on 
faculty as a resource to understand and navigate through the 
institutional norms of the university (Carlone and Johnson, 
2007). For students to shape a positive identity trajectory that 
allows them to fulfill their academic and professional goals, 
they must be provided with a space to process their experiences 
and feel recognized for their achievements (Carlone and John-
son, 2007). However, students who experience negative dis-
courses with faculty or perceive that they are not fulfilling fac-
ulty expectations are not thriving in a space where they can 
author strong identities in the university community (Roksa 
and Whitley, 2017). This lack of motivation can be further exac-
erbated if there is a disparity between university faculty expec-
tations and what students perceive those expectations to be 
(Collier and Morgan, 2008). A lack of overlap between the fac-
ulty and university figured worlds could potentially dissuade 
transfer students from approaching faculty and pursuing 
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professional opportunities, especially in the STEM community 
(Bangera and Brownell, 2014).

Limitations and Future Directions
There are several limitations to this study. First, our study sam-
ple represents transfer students from a summer bridge program 
that provided mentorship experiences and resources. We 
acknowledge that this form of structured guidance is not typi-
cally accessible to most community college students who trans-
fer to a university. These students were also selected for admis-
sion into the program in part by their academic merit in 
community college and a recommendation from a science 
instructor who could advocate their potential for research. 
These students may have had considerably more successes ear-
lier in their educational trajectories than a typical community 
college student transferring to a university. While the experi-
ences articulated by our participants are not broadly generaliz-
able, the results were intended to illustrate a range of experi-
ences and the potential ways in which students could configure 
their identities in different educational spaces. Through the 
summer bridge program, participants were provided with activ-
ities that supported their transition to the university, and these 
resources may have influenced or narrowed how they con-
structed their figured worlds of success. The participants in this 
study articulated unique definitions that were personally mean-
ingful to their academic and professional trajectories. It is pos-
sible that a broader sample of students would have different 
definitions of success at the university based on their individual 
experiences.

Second, the participants collectively attended different com-
munity colleges and high schools. Each of these institutions 
likely had a culture that led to unique identity-forming experi-
ences and expectations for different participants. The metrics of 
success defined in the participants’ figured worlds of high school 
may be different from students who transitioned directly from a 
high school to a university. The participants’ figured worlds of 
high school were included to examine a range of identity-form-
ing events and experiences along the continuum of their educa-
tional trajectories. Transfer students are a unique population 
who experience an additional institutional culture on their tra-
jectories toward the university, and the institutional cultural 
norms in community college may reinforce or counter the 
norms experienced in high school. This additional transition 
adds another layer of identity-forming experiences that can 
ultimately affect how transfer students navigate through the 
university, especially if there are continuities in their interpreta-
tions of norms across the high school and community college 
learning environments that do not align with the university. 
Therefore, the experiences described in the participants’ figured 
worlds of high school and university should not be generalized 
to students who directly attend a 4-year university out of high 
school.

Third, the figured worlds of the family and faculty were tri-
angulated within the university space, even though we did not 
directly interview family or faculty. Success within these figured 
worlds is based on how the participants perceived their families 
and faculty would define success and do not necessarily reflect 
how success may be defined by these individuals. However, 
using this perceived understanding remains advantageous for 
examining the cultural and social capital that transfer students 

consider available to them. Although this was a transfer student 
sample with an uncommon summer bridge program experi-
ence, the participants’ figured worlds of their families were con-
sistent with previous literature that highlights disparities in per-
ceived levels of familial support between FG and CG students. 
Observing stereotypical experiences in this figured world vali-
dated the credibility of the participants to relate other identi-
ty-forming experiences that could potentially be manifested in 
the transition from community college to university.

Finally, each participant’s articulation of success in commu-
nity college and high school relied on retrospective reflection. 
Future longitudinal studies could provide more systematic com-
parisons of how students define success during their lived expe-
riences in each educational space. In situ descriptions of the 
community college and high school figured worlds would serve 
as a more structured basis for examining how students redefine 
their understanding of institutional norms as they navigate 
across different academic settings.

Future research should focus on additional interpersonal 
interactions and experiences that influence how transfer stu-
dents’ author their identities in the university. For example, the 
interview protocol could prompt students to articulate how 
they perceive their peers would define success. Peers are actors 
in the same space where individual students interpret sociocul-
tural norms and map their identity trajectories in relation to 
these norms. Interactions with peers play a significant role in 
how students develop a social and professional network, navi-
gate through cultural norms, and cultivate an overall sense of 
community in the university (Maunder, 2018); therefore, peer 
relations may cultivate different academic and social expecta-
tions that influence how transfer students configure their iden-
tities in their educational trajectories.

Another dimension of the figured worlds framework that 
could be addressed in greater depth is power structures. New-
comers who enter a figured world exercise their agency based 
on their acceptance or resistance to the norms and values estab-
lished by individuals in power (Langer-Osuna, 2015). Various 
theoretical frameworks can reveal how privilege and power 
structures affect the educational and cultural worlds that indi-
viduals navigate across time (Esmonde and Booker, 2016). 
Identities are ultimately authored as individuals experience 
sociocultural (e.g., race, ethnicity, gender, financial, etc.) divi-
sions and position themselves in relation to the various dis-
courses and practices that they are exposed to (Ladson-Billings 
and Tate, 1995; Barron, 2014). A future interview protocol 
should prompt students to reflect on institutional norms with 
respect to policies and power structures sustained by faculty 
and administrators. Exploring this additional dimension of the 
figured worlds framework would contribute to an understand-
ing of how transfer students position themselves in relation to 
power structures that may enable or constrain their identities as 
they navigate across different institutional contexts (Esmonde 
and Langer-Osuna, 2013).

Future studies could also focus on other sociocultural dimen-
sions of identity in greater depth. Although our study popula-
tion was diverse in terms of race and gender, few students 
directly articulated how their sociocultural identities impacted 
their academic and social experiences. Many students may have 
a racialized and/or gendered experience based on the cultural 
and dominant narratives that are associated with that identity. 
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For example, students who are women of color in STEM may be 
impacted by unconscious biases in their discourses with individ-
uals in power (Carlone and Johnson, 2007; Castro and Collins, 
2021). Identifying differences in experiences across different 
races and genders could reveal additional psychosocial and cul-
tural dimensions of identity that affect students’ academic 
expectations and navigational processes across institutional 
norms (Gloria and Rodriguez, 2000). Additionally, applying 
frameworks that examine the cultural wealth that students 
draw from their families and home communities could provide 
a broader lens into how students’ sociocultural identities can 
positively or negatively influence their navigation through dif-
ferent educational spaces (Yosso, 2005).

Implications
The figured worlds framework enhances our understanding of 
how individual transfer students navigate their identities across 
different educational spaces. This study also highlights the 
potential challenges that transfer students face as they reconfig-
ure their own understanding of academic and social norms 
during their transitions to university. The themes emerging 
from our data have several implications for institutional prac-
tices and interventions (Table 5).

Many participants articulated high grades as the primary 
metric of success in their figured worlds of community college. 
High grades represent a tangible extrinsic reward that students 
perceive as a fulfillment of expectations and a demonstration of 
competence (Spady, 1970; Hurtado et al., 2007). However, the 
emphasis on high grades coupled with the perceived lack of 
meaningful academic and research experiences in community 
college could have implications on how students choose to 
build their identities in the university. For example, students 
may be less inclined to seek out research and professional 
opportunities available at the university. Without these practi-
cal experiences, students may be deprived of a foundational 
lens into what a career in STEM would entail.

Transfer students face the institutional barrier of having less 
time to reconfigure their figured worlds of success once they 
transfer to university, and most students are not provided with 
structured resources to navigate this transition. Non-transfer 
students have more time to accumulate experiences and seek 
lasting connections. The inherent inequity in the time to navi-
gate university norms could have repercussions for transfer stu-
dent outcomes and success in STEM. If transfer students only 
begin to view success beyond grades after they transfer, the 
disadvantage in time to navigate their new institutional envi-

ronment and build long-term connections and experiences in 
their major could lead to disparities in preparation for the job 
market or graduate and professional studies. Because transfer 
student populations are disproportionately from minoritized 
backgrounds, the additional time constraints for accumulating 
connections and experiences is detrimental for promoting 
broader participation in STEM majors and careers. It is essential 
for institutions to recognize these inherent inequities and to 
support initiatives that stabilize the transition while providing 
sufficient resources to facilitate a timely enculturation of trans-
fer students into the university community (Tobolowsky and 
Cox, 2012; Starobin et al., 2016).

Participants articulated that the emphasis on high grades 
was challenged by participating in mentored research experi-
ences in STEM. Practical and mentored experiences had shifted 
participants’ figured worlds of the university toward a more 
nuanced understanding of success. The pursuit of STEM degrees 
involves the transition into a professional learning community 
with potentially unfamiliar norms and values (Bangera and 
Brownell, 2014; Spronken-Smith et  al., 2014). Transfer stu-
dents who were not previously exposed to the importance of 
participating in academic experiences beyond the classroom 
may not have access to opportunities that develop the intrinsic 
motivation and aspiration to persist in STEM (Wenger, 1998; 
Hirst et al., 2014). Research and other professional opportuni-
ties should be made accessible to transfer students to develop a 
sense of agency in the university community and to cultivate 
professional skills.

To make these opportunities available, universities could 
partner with community colleges to recruit transfer students 
into programs that promote early inclusion in the STEM com-
munity (Hirst et al., 2014). Initiating faculty interactions early 
in the university experience is essential, as students majoring in 
STEM will need to approach and interact with faculty to gain 
access to research and professional opportunities. Faculty are 
important actors in the university community of practice who 
have access to the resources and cultural knowledge that stu-
dents rely on when navigating through potentially unfamiliar 
cultural norms in the university and STEM communities 
(Wenger, 1998). Students who are newcomers to the university 
depend on clear faculty expectations to construct their individ-
ual figured worlds of success. However, a misunderstanding of 
faculty expectations or a perception that faculty are unapproach-
able could potentially dissuade students from seeking the fac-
ulty interactions that are essential for cultivating mentored 
experiences. Conversely, positive interactions between students 

TABLE 5.  Summary of themes and implicationsa

Themes Implications

•	 Grades are not everything: Students report the importance of 
research experiences and professional connections in the university, 
in contrast to an emphasis on high grades in community college 
and high school

•	 Contrasting roles of family: Cultural knowledge of FG students is 
not necessarily recognized in traditional higher education settings

•	 Variable metrics of success among faculty: Students perceive high 
variability in how individual faculty and different departments 
defined success in the university

•	 More university partnerships with community colleges to support 
transfer students’ entry into research and professional programs

•	 Increased access to mentorship opportunities with faculty in the 
initial transition to the university

•	 Access to advising that introduces students to resources before the 
transition to university 

•	 An improved collaborative network of support between STEM faculty 
and professional advising that increases access to meaningful 
advising and mentorship experiences for prospective transfer 
students

aThe themes emerging from our data have several implications for institutional practices and interventions relating to partnerships, mentoring, and advising.
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and faculty have been shown to increase student academic 
achievement, engagement, and motivation (Volkwein et  al., 
1986; Lau, 2003; Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005; Kim and Sax, 
2009; Hurtado et al., 2011; Hoffman, 2014). Students who per-
ceive faculty as being approachable and readily accessible are 
more likely to use them as a resource in their long-term aca-
demic and career goals (Volkwein et al., 1986; Laanan, 2007).

Support programs under the guidance of faculty may be the 
ultimate bridge for helping transfer students redefine their 
understanding of success in the university. Although partici-
pants in this study articulated variation in how they perceived 
faculty would define success, many recognized at least partial 
alignment of perceived faculty expectations and their own 
evolved understandings of university norms. Interacting with a 
variety of faculty mentors in the initial transition to the univer-
sity may provide transfer students with multiple perspectives on 
how to achieve success. Students rely on a clear understanding 
of sociocultural patterns and behaviors that are recognized by 
faculty as a demonstration of competence and strong perfor-
mance in the university (Carlone and Johnson, 2007). For stu-
dents who are accustomed to defining success primarily by high 
grades in community college, faculty guidance in the initial 
transition to the university may result in earlier recognition of 
the importance of practical and proactive experiences in their 
STEM majors. Institutional support programs that facilitate 
these faculty interactions and transitional resources are espe-
cially important for FG students. As presented in this study, sev-
eral FG students perceived that their families were unable to 
provide practical guidance due to their lack of familiarity with 
the university system. These students may not have access to an 
essential form of navigational capital that can help them become 
enculturated into the university community (Townsend and 
Wilson, 2006; Townsend, 2008). Introducing transfer students 
to faculty who are interested in their long-term academic goals 
could help them develop a sense of community and belonging 
that supports a positive and robust identity production in the 
university (Johnson et al., 2007; Townley et al., 2013). Because 
identity production is a complex process, it is not practical for 
academic institutions to adopt “one size fits all” approaches for 
interventions and resources. However, faculty and administra-
tors are obligated to create and sustain inclusive spaces where 
students can individually construct meaningful experiences and 
discourses. Faculty must be mindful of their values and the 
expectations that they are conveying, as discourses with stu-
dents can have enduring effects on how students interpret insti-
tutional norms and socially construct their identities.

Stabilizing the transition into the university may also be 
achievable through increased access to purposeful and con-
structive advising in community college. Advisors in commu-
nity college can serve as a fundamental source of social capital 
that introduces resources to students before their prospective 
academic transition. These advisors can be official advising staff 
or trusted faculty members who informally provide advice on 
how to successfully transition into the university. However, 
encouraging student progression in STEM requires that advisors 
be knowledgeable about disciplinary STEM major requirements 
and resources that offer professional development and research 
opportunities (Packard and Jeffers, 2013). An improved collab-
orative network of support between STEM faculty and profes-
sional advising could provide multiple perspectives and 

resources that facilitate increased access to meaningful advising 
and mentorship experiences for prospective transfer students.

In summary, although community colleges are a preliminary 
academic home for a large and diverse population of under-
graduate students pursuing STEM, few studies have examined 
the identity negotiation that transfer students experience in 
their transition to the university. This qualitative analysis high-
lighted the variations in how a group of transfer students pur-
suing STEM individually assigned meaning to their social and 
academic experiences at the university. Expectations and under-
standings of university norms were based on the perceived 
influence of their families, university faculty, and their previous 
academic experiences in community college and high school. 
This analysis informs practices that university and community 
college personnel can implement to foster a stabilized academic 
transition for transfer students; these practices should include 
increased access to mentorship and professional opportunities 
for transfer students during the community college to univer-
sity transition. These experiences can provide transfer students 
with the space and resources needed to construct a positive 
identity trajectory and achieve a sense of meaning and belong-
ing in their pursuit of a STEM degree.
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