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Abstract

In the spring of 1994, 241 former General College (GC) students who were enrolled in other University of Minnesota
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(U of MN) colleges were surveyed about their experiences in courses after transfer. The survey asked students to
compare features of their current courses to their GC courses, to describe the skills they currently use in courses, and
to offer suggestions for how the college curriculum and advising might be changed to facilitate transfer. Students rated
their current courses as more difficult than their GC courses. They reported doing more homework, especially reading,
and feeling more challenged in their current coursework. They reported that their current courses required them to read
textbooks and other academic materials, take tests, and write papers and reports. The types of reading, test questions,
and writing assignments varied across majors. In general, students in engineering majors reported academic
experiences that were different from those of other groups and included more computing, group work, and laboratory
reports. Students responses to the open ended questions suggested that most students were satisfied with their
experiences in GC. However, a significant minority expressed dissatisfaction and recommended curricular changes.
Students also stressed the importance of careful course planning and recommended improvements in advising.

Introduction

The General College (GC) is a freshman/sophomore college within the University of Minnesota (U of MN) designed to
provide access to a university education for underprepared students. While enrolled in GC, students take college-level
courses offered by GC that are designed to teach the content and the academic skills students typically need to master
during their first two years in college. If students complete 39 credits with a 2.5 GPA (grade point average), they can
transfer from GC to a degree- granting college within the University. About 35% of the students who enter GC transfer
within the University. Of these students, about half eventually complete degrees.

One of the special features of the GC curriculum is its’ attention to skill development, or developmental education. In
most colleges that feature developmental education, academic skills are taught in stand-alone, pre-college-level
courses in reading, writing, mathematics, and study skills. In GC, pre-college-level courses in mathematics are offered
to all U of MN students who are not ready for college-level mathematics. Literacy skills and study skills are developed
within disciplinary courses in traditional academic areas--composition, science, social science, and humanities.
Courses that pay explicit attention to skill development have been identified by the college faculty as Base Curriculum
courses. These courses generally enroll fewer than 35 students. Relatively small class size allows the faculty to require
considerable writing and provide frequent feedback to students about their performance.

Because of the uniqueness of the GC mission and its location in a major research university, efforts to evaluate the
outcomes of the college’s many programs are numerous and ongoing. Individual faculty and staff conduct research on
the effectiveness of the pedagogical strategies they use in their courses and the interventions they use in providing
services for students. The college supports an Office of Research and Evaluation (ORE) that maintains the databases
essential for ongoing outcomes evaluation. College staff also conduct assessments of students’ needs and survey
students about their experiences in the college. Information gathered from these various sources is used to refine the
strategies used by the college to retain, transfer, and ultimately graduate students.

The study described in this report is a survey of former GC students' perceptions of their academic experiences after
transfer. The information is important to the college in assessing the extent to which the curriculum is preparing
students for the tasks they are encountering in non-GC courses. The results of a similar survey conducted in 1986 led
to significant modifications in the college's curriculum. A secondary purpose of the study is to see whether the changes
made since 1986 have affected students’ attitudes toward their experience in GC.

Method

Subjects

Subjects for this study were 576 former GC students who had transferred to another U of MN college. These students
entered GC at some point between fall quarter 1990 and spring quarter 1993, and were registered at the University
between fall 1993 and winter 1994. Students were identified through a University of Minnesota database. The GC
Office of Research and Evaluation (ORE) collected information about students' enrollment, college of transfer, ethnic
background, and academic achievement (GPA and completed credits) from University records. Each student contacted
for the survey was assigned a survey number. The survey numbers allowed us to connect subjects to demographic
information without identifying them by name.
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Materials

The student survey was modeled after one designed by Constance Schmitz in 1986. The Schmitz survey was updated
and revised to include questions currently of interest to the college.

The GC Curriculum Committee and General College faculty and staff were consulted on the updating and revising of
the survey. After revising and updating the survey, but prior to implementing our study, a rough draft of the student
survey was submitted to student workers in the reading and writing tutorial center within General College. These
students were former GC students who had transferred to another college within the University. They provided
feedback that was used to revise the wording of survey items. Upon completion of the items, approval for the survey
was obtained from the U of MN Human Subjects Committee.

The survey asked students to compare courses in their present college to those in GC on issues such as required
homework, reading, class participation, and the structure of courses. They were asked to indicate the particular skills
that were required of them in their present college and to what extent GC had helped or encouraged them to acquire
those skills. Participants were also asked to indicate advice they would offer to a student entering their same major,
whether and how GC courses were helpful in their transfer, and their opinion of the advising they had received in GC.
A copy of the survey is included as Appendix A.

Procedure

Each participant was sent a packet which contained a survey, a letter of explanation, and a stamped return envelope.
The letter explained the purpose of the study and gave instructions for filling it out. Students were told that their
responses would be used to improve the classes and programs in General College. They were asked to reflect on their
experiences in General College and compare them to their experiences in their present college. They were instructed to
return the survey in the envelope provided and offered a chance at winning $25 if their survey was returned by a
specific date.

After the surveys had been mailed, it was discovered that a small error had been made in the address labels. An extra
number was printed before the house number on every label. This error was not noticed until after all 576 surveys had
been sent and an unusually large number returned by the post office. Because it was feared that even those students
whose surveys were not returned by the post office may not have received theirs, another set of surveys with corrected
labels was sent to all students except those whose completed surveys had been received. The second mailing included
the survey, letter of purpose, and a stamped return envelope. Many completed surveys were received after this second
mailing.

When the target response date had passed, the demographic characteristics of respondents and non-respondents were
were analyzed. The analysis found that the response rate of African Americans was lower than the response rate of
other groups. In an effort to increase this response rate, calls were made to those African Americans whose surveys
had not been received, encouraging them to return the survey. The calling campaign did not noticeably increase the
return rate for this group.

Thank-you letters were sent to students whose completed surveys were received. Finally, the survey data was entered
into FoxPro, a database computer program, and given to the Office of Research and Evaluation to be analyzed.

Results

Respondents vs. Nonrespondents Respondents vs. Nonrespondents

Of the 576 surveys that were sent, 241 (42%) completed surveys were returned. Two surveys were returned by
individuals who expressed an inability to complete them. All of the 576 students were previous General College
students who had since transferred to and were registered in another college within the University between fall 1993
and winter 1994. Analysis of the characteristics of the response and non-response groups compared them on college of
transfer, ethnicity, first year of enrollment in GC, completed credits, cumulative CCR (credit completion ratio), and
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cumulative GPA (grade point average).

Both respondents and non-respondents had transferred to Agriculture, CLA (College of Liberal Arts), Education,
Human Ecology, or IT (Institute of Technology). For both groups, the majority of students (272 nonrespondents and
191 respondents) were enrolled in CLA. For the nonrespondent group, the remaining students were evenly distributed
among the other colleges. The respondent group was also evenly distributed, with slightly fewer students from the
College of Education and slightly more from the College of Human Ecology. Chi-Square analyses revealed none of
these differences to be statistically significant. (See Table 1.)

Table 1: College of Transfer for Respondents and Non-respondents

College of Transfer
Respondents

N = 241
Non-Respondents 

N = 335
Total

N = 576
Agriculture 11 (5%) 16 (5%) 27 (5%)

Liberal Arts (CLA) 191 (79%) 272 (80%) 463 (80%)
Education 7 (3%) 15 (5%) 22 (4%)

Human Ecology 19 (8%) 16 (5%) 35 (6%)
Institute of Technology 13 (5%) 16 (5%) 29 (5%)

Analyses of students' ethnic background showed that 411 of the 576 potential subjects were white, 91 were Asian, and
45 were African American. There were fewer than 10 students from each of the remaining ethnic groups (American
Indian, Chicano, Hispanic, and International). The respondent and non-respondent groups were similar in their
distributions of ethnic background with the exception of African Americans. African Americans were
underrepresented in the respondent group (n = 8, 3%) versus the non-respondent group (n = 37, 11%). Attempts made
to increase the number of completed surveys returned by African American students were unsuccessful.

Table 2: Ethnic Background of Respondent and Non-Respondent Groups
Respondents

N = 241
Non-Respondents

N = 335
Total

N = 576
American Indian 6 ( 3%) 2 ( 1%) 8

Asian 41 (17%) 50 (15%) 91
Black 8 ( 3%) 37 (11%) 44

Chicano 2 ( 1%) 5 ( 1%) 6
Hispanic 1 ( 0%) 3 ( 1%) 4

International 2 ( 1%) 4 ( 1%) 6
White 180 (75%) 231 (69%) 411

Missing 1 ( 0%) 3 ( 1%) 4
Total 241 335 576

Respondent and non-respondent groups were similar in regard to first year of enrollment in GC. The majority of
students in both groups enrolled in the 1990 and the 1991 school years. Members of both groups also had similar
numbers of cumulative credits. There were, however, small but statistically significant differences between the groups
in cumulative credit completion ratio (CCR) and cumulative grade point average (GPA). The mean cumulative CCR
was .94 for the respondent group and .91 for the non-respondent group (F. = 1.94, p. = .00). The mean cumulative
GPA for the respondent group was 2.91, which was significantly higher than the mean of 2.73 of the non-respondent
group (F. = 1.07,p. = .01).

Table 3: Year of Enrollment in GC for Respondent and Non-Respondent Groups
Respondents

N = 241
Non-Respondents

N = 335
Total

N = 576
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1990-1991 86 (36%) 130 (39%) 216
1991-1992 105 (44%) 146 (44%) 251
1992-1993 50 (21%) 57 (17%) 107
1993-1994 0 ( 0%) 2 ( 5%) 2

Students’ Responses

The student survey inquired about three different areas with a total of 47 forced -choice questions. Questions 1-7
inquired about personal and demographic information. Questions 8-25 asked students to compare their current courses
to their former GC courses. Finally, questions 26-47 inquired about skills needed in students' current non-GC courses.
Responses to questions 1 through 47 can be found in Appendix B. The survey also included three open-ended
questions, responses to which can be found in Appendix C. The student surveys were categorized according to type of
major, and responses were broken down by these categories. The eight major categories and number of respondents
from each are:

1. business and applied economics (n = 22, 9%);

2. fine arts, design, and architecture (n = 18, 8%);

3. social sciences, speech, and communications (n = 77, 32%);

4. engineering, physical science and math (n = 17, 7%);

5. education (n = 10, 4%);

6. undecided or general liberal arts (n = 18, 8%);

7. health, life, and other biological sciences (n = 39, 16%);

8. humanities, journalism, technical writing, and language arts (n = 37, 15%).

Personal and Demographic Information (Q.1-7)

Questions 1-7 asked for some current and background information about the student. The responses to these questions
are presented in Appendix C. Ninety-eight percent of the respondents were enrolled at the University at the time that
they completed the survey, 1% had transferred, and 1% were no longer in school. Students were asked whether they
had participated in service programs that were offered in GC including: Commanding English, TRIO, HELP, OMSSA,
and Disabled TRIO. Fewer than 10% of the total respondents had participated in each program; 53% of the subjects in
the engineering category had participated in the Commanding English program. Ninety-eight percent of the
respondents had graduated from high school and 73% had enrolled in GC immediately after graduation.

Questions 6 and 7 inquired about the students' current and past work at a job outside of college. Results indicated that
87% were employed at the time they completed the survey. Forty-four percent reported working more now than when
they were in GC.

Comparing GC to Non-GC Courses (Q.8-25)

Questions 8-25 asked the students to reflect on their current courses and compare them to GC courses. They were
asked about required homework, reading, and writing; whether their classes were more difficult, classmates more
challenging; and whether they were studying more or less. They were asked to compare the size and structure of their
GC courses to their current courses. They were also asked whether they were seeking more help from instructors and
advisors.

When asked to compare the amount of homework given in non-GC courses and GC courses, 65% of total respondents
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said they were required to do more or much more in non-GC courses. The groups were fairly similar in their responses
to this question with the exception of the engineering group, in which 94% of its members responded that they had
more or much more homework in their non-GC courses. Eighty-two percent of the total respondents indicated that
their non-GC courses required more or much more reading than GC courses. Results did not vary significantly among
majors. In regard to writing, at least 38% of each group said that non-GC courses required more or much more writing
than GC courses, except for engineering. Only 18% of the engineering group indicated that their current courses
required more writing than their GC courses did. Finally, 80% of total respondents indicated that their non-GC courses
were generally harder or much harder than their GC courses.

Skills Needed for Non-GC Courses (Q.26-47)

Questions 26-47 asked students about the types of assignments, in-class exercises, and overall tasks they were
expected to perform in their non-GC courses. Students were asked whether they were expected to summarize or
memorize material, generate ideas or arguments for papers or projects, and write laboratory reports or do group work.
They were asked how many of their courses required them to answer multiple-choice, essay, or short answer questions
and whether any of their tests were take home. Finally, they were asked whether or not they used calculators, e-mail,
or computers for analyses or computations, and the sources from which they were expected to learn.

Results from this section of the survey suggest that some academic tasks are performed more frequently than others in
non-GC courses and that assignments vary across disciplines.

Reading and test taking occur in almost all college courses. Eighty- our percent (84%) of students surveyed reported
reading textbooks in many or most of their courses. This number was highest for students in the business (95%) and
engineering (94%) groups and lowest for students in education (60%). Use of articles, monographs, and non-textbook
written materials was reported less frequently than use of textbooks. Overall, 58% of the students reported using these
materials in many or most of their courses. The highest use was reported by students in humanities, journalism, and
writing (84%) and the lowest by students in engineering (24%).

Students’ responses indicated that a variety of testing strategies are used in non-GC courses. Fifty-two percent of the
students reported that memorization of material was required in many or most courses. Higher amounts of
memorization were reported by students in fine arts (72%) and less by students in education (40%) and social sciences
(41%). The extent to which multiple-choice items are used on tests varied dramatically across majors. Eighty-five
percent of health science students reported encountering multiple-choice items in many or most of their courses,
compared to 18% of engineering students. Engineering students also reported less use of essay questions (24% many
or most) and short-answer questions (36% many or most) than did other groups of students. The most frequent use of
essay questions was reported by students in humanities (84%) and fine arts groups (83%). Overall, 66% of the students
reported that essay questions were used in many or most of their classes. Short-answer questions were reported in
many or most classes by 59% of the respondents.

Testing strategies that students identified as occurring infrequently included take home tests, journaling, and oral
presentations. Eleven percent of the students reported receiving take-home tests in many or most of their classes. The
students who did report this form of testing tended to be in the social sciences or humanities groups. Students in the
humanities group were also more likely to report journaling in many or most of their courses. They responded in these
two categories 22% of the time. Twelve percent of the total student group indicated that journaling was frequent.
Overall, 20% of the students reported being asked to give formal oral presentations in many or most of their classes.
The rates were highest for the humanities students (37%) and lowest for undecided CLA students (6%) and health
science students (10%).

Several questions on the survey asked students about the formal writing requirements of their courses. These questions
attempted to identify the types of writing assignments they typically encountered.

Many kinds of formal writing involved library research. Fifty-five percent (55%) of the students said they identified
research topics and found materials at the library in many or most of their classes. Reported frequencies were highest
in the humanities (67%), social science (66%), fine arts (61%), undecided CLA (67%), and business (50%) groups.
Reported frequencies were lowest for health science (23%), education (40%), and engineering (41%). No engineering



GC-College After Transfer

http://www.gen.umn.edu/research/ore/reports/transfer_survey.html[12/18/2008 3:22:20 PM]

students reported using the library for most to all of their courses.

Students’ responses suggested that paper assignments had a variety of structures. Forty-six percent of the students said
the instructor picked the topic of a paper in many or most of their courses. Forty-three percent said they generated the
ideas for a paper or project in many or most courses. Sixty-seven percent of the humanities students reported writing
papers on teacher-assigned topics, and 57% reported writing papers on self-chosen topics in many or most courses.
Fifty-four percent of the social science students reported writing on student-chosen topics, and 47% reported writing
on teacher-chosen topics in many or most courses. Seventy-eight percent of the undecided CLA students reported
writing on teacher-chosen topics, and 33% reported choosing their own topics in many or most courses.

The 5-15-page research paper was said to occur in many or most courses by 40% of the students. The students least
likely to report it were in engineering (18%) and fine arts (23%). The students most likely to report it were in
humanities (57%), undecided CLA (50%), and social sciences (49%).

Group writing assignments were reported as features of many or most courses by 24% of the students. Students in
education (50% many or most) and engineering (47% many or most) were more likely than other students to report
these assignments. Engineering students were also more likely than other students to write laboratory reports. Fifty-
nine percent of the engineering students reported writing laboratory reports in many or most of their courses. Health
science students were second in this category, with 48% saying that laboratory reports were required in many or most
courses. Overall, 23% of the students reported this assignment in many or most courses.

Questions that focused on the use of mathematics and computers found that students in engineering used these skills in
more classes than did other groups of students. Ninety-four percent of the engineering students reported using
arithmetic or algebra in many or most of their classes. Fifty-nine percent of business students and 51% of health
science students reported using math skills this often. Ninety-four percent of engineering students, 54% of health
science students, and 50% of business students reported using calculators in many or most courses. Seventy-one
percent of engineering students and 28% of business students reported using computers for data analysis in many or
most courses. Engineering students and business students tended to report the most frequent use of e-mail in classes
(43% many or most for engineering students and 36% for business students).

Open-Ended Questions (Q.48-50)

The first open-ended question, which asked students what advice they would give to someone who was transferring to
their major, prompted 224 responses. Six themes were detected in students’ responses. The most common theme,
mentioned by 61 students, was to establish goals and make careful course selections. For example, one student
recommended that other students “make sure to take classes that will transfer to CLA and ... take enough credits every
quarter.” The second common theme, mentioned by 44 students, was to work hard. For example, one student advised
his peers to “get good grades in GC and don’t screw around. Take classes seriously.” The third common theme was to
contact an advisor in the department to which one was transferring. For example, one student wrote, “I would tell this
individual to visit the history advisor.” The fourth common theme was to improve one’s skills. Among the 29 students
who mentioned skill improvement was one who wrote “Learn how to write a good paper and prepare for in-class
essays.” Closely related to comments about skill improvement were 24 comments that encouraged other students to
participate fully in college. An example of a participation comment was “Go to class, keep on top of class - don’t fall
behind. See TAs often.” Finally, 20 students encouraged their peers to stay in contact with their GC advisors. For
example, one student wrote “Get to know your advisor--plan your transition slowly.”

The second question asked students whether their General College courses were helpful in preparing them for transfer
and how the courses could be of more help. The 221 responses varied in tone. One hundred twenty-nine commentors
wrote that their GC courses helped prepare them for transfer. Of these positive comments, 23 mentioned GC
composition courses. There were 99 commentors who wrote that their GC courses were not as helpful as they could
have been in preparing them for transfer. Forty-eight of these writers stated that GC courses should be made more
challenging or more similar in structure to courses in CLA. Ten writers suggested that more research writing be added
to GC courses.
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The final question asked students whether the academic advising they received in GC was helpful in preparing them
for transfer. Of the 241 students surveyed, 231 wrote comments in response to this question. One hundred twenty-one
responses to this question were positive. The positive responses ranged in tone from glowing (“I thought my advisor
was great”) to lukewarm (“Yes, somewhat helpful. I personally feel that all advising at the U is a joke”). There were
110 respondents who wrote that their advising experiences in GC were negative. Of these, 29 believed that they were
given wrong information by advisors, and 24 wrote that they figured things out for themselves. For example, one
student wrote “I was never told about the group distributions in CLA and therefore have over 15 extra credits in the
social sciences which were a waste of time and money.” Among the negative responses was the perception that the
advisors have little interest in the success of the students. For example, one student wrote, “I think GC advisers should
talk to students as students, not as somebody they’re obligated to see at registration time.” Open-ended responses can
be found in Appendix C.

Discussion

Students who responded to this survey reported they were studying more, reading and writing more, doing more
homework, and that courses were tougher outside of GC. They reported feeling more pressure to perform well
academically and were more challenged by their classmates. They said that their current classes were larger than their
GC courses had been, and they receive less feedback about their performance and had less contact with faculty.
Despite the perception that their current courses were difficult, few of the respondents reported seeking more help from
TAs and instructors than they did while in GC. Most, in fact, were seeking help less often than when in GC.

The results of this survey are very similar to the findings of Schmitz’s 1988 survey. Students at that time viewed their
post-transfer coursework as more difficult than their GC courses. They reported seeking less help post transfer and
having less contact with faculty and staff. While the questions about skills required after transfer were worded
differently in the 1988 and 1994 surveys, students in both cases indicated that preparing for tests and writing research
papers were ongoing concerns for them. While most students in both surveys believed their experiences in GC helped
prepare them for transfer, a vocal minority in both surveys believed that GC was too much like high school and that
courses could be made more challenging.

Comparing the results of the surveys suggests that students’ experiences with the GC curriculum have not changed
much in the seven years between the surveys. Implementation of the Base Curriculum has not appreciably influenced
students’ beliefs about the difficulty and usefulness of GC courses. Also, beliefs about advising haven’t changed much,
despite dramatic changes in the college’s advising system. Students are still concerned about the quality of information
they receive while planning their programs. They also attribute some registration decisions to advisors that they now
regret.

One possible explanation for students' perception that the difficulty of their courses increases after transfer is the
change from lower- to upper-division courses. The complexity of the content and difficulty of assignments should
increase as students move from 1000-level to 3000-level courses and apparently it does. The critical question is
whether or not students feel prepared to participate in the upper-level curriculum, and most do. A second possible
explanation for students’ perception that GC courses are easier than later courses is that the pedagogical strategies and
supports provided in GC courses reduce the difficulty of the courses, making it easier for students to succeed. While
the college faculty and staff have become more explicit about those strategies in recent years, the faculty have always
attempted to “teach well.” A third possible explanation is that GC courses repeat the content of high school courses
and are therefore easier than courses students are currently enrolled in.

The relationship between GC courses and the typical high school curriculum warrants further investigation. GC
courses are typical college-level introductory courses. It may be that some of the content of these courses is now being
incorporated into high school courses. It may also be that high school teachers are using instructional strategies similar
to those used by GC faculty. If there is considerable overlap between the content of GC courses and the courses many
students take in high school, the college will need to decide whether the overlap is generally positive or negative. The
results of this survey suggest that most students view any overlap as positive. However, the frequency with which
students in both 1988 and 1994 compared GC to high school and complained that they were treated with
condescension should promote discussion among the faculty and staff about the policies and practices that promote
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these feelings.

The information students provided about the skills required in their current courses suggests that course demands vary
greatly across disciplines. Students majoring in education appear to experience the most varied course demands. They
are, for example, more likely than other students to do group projects and keep journals. Students in the humanities are
most likely to write formal papers. Students in engineering are most likely to use mathematics and computers. They
are less likely to write research papers and more likely to write laboratory reports and work in groups. The students’
responses suggest that more attention could be paid in GC courses to teaching students who are headed in different
career directions, the specific writing skills they will need to succeed in upper-division courses.

Responses to the open-ended questions suggest that former GC students are divided in their general attitudes toward
GC. One group, the majority, is thankful that GC provided them with the opportunity to enter the University and the
support they needed to succeed as freshmen. This group believes that they couldn't have succeeded without GC. The
other group believes that they could have succeeded without their experience in GC, and that their enrollment in the
college was an inconvenience or ordeal that they had to overcome. Similar attitudes were expressed by students in the
1988 survey, suggesting that the stigma long associated with beginning college in GC still exists. GC faculty and staff
need to find ways to help students cope with their membership in a low-status group. It is difficult yet important, to
communicate high expectations to students, while supporting the development of their skills. The college needs to be
sensitive to students’ needs to be both challenged and supported in the GC environment.

APPENDICES

The Appendices contain the following information:
Appendix Content Length

A Copy of the Student Survey 5 pages

B Tabulated responses to questions 1 -47 13 pages

C Student responses to the open-ended questions 30 pages

Copies of any or all of the appendices can be obtained by sending an e-mail request to Cathy Wambach at
wamba001@umn.edu
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