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Abstract: Transfer students (TSs) transitioning from community college (CC) to university have
been found to experience adjustment challenges different from those experienced by direct entrants
(DEs) admitted straight from high school, which in turn influences their approaches to learning.
Learning can enhance the transition towards sustainability, and it is influenced by various factors.
However, there have been limited studies examining the factors associated with TSs’ and DEs’
learning approaches. To fill this research gap, this current study used a cross-sectional survey with
both TSs (n = 841) and DEs (n = 978) to identify the factors. Our results indicated that the TSs had a
higher rate of adoption of surface approaches (SA) to learning than DEs, while TSs and DEs shared
some similar predictors of their learning approaches. The results suggest that the commitment of
education stakeholders is essential for sustainable learning. They should improve the transfer system
by providing adequate support and reduce disparities in the allocation of resources to TSs and DEs,
as these affect learning approaches.

Keywords: learning approach; community college transfer students; university; variation in learning;
transition adjustment

1. Introduction

Learning plays an important role in the transition towards sustainability [1]. High
school students can be admitted to university through direct entry as direct entrants (DEs)
or an alternative “2 + 2” pathway from community college (CC) as vertical transfer students
(TSs) [2]. The surging number of TSs has stimulated interest in research about them, but to
date little has been done about their learning approaches. Most TSs experience challenges
when adjusting from CC to a new learning environment. For instance, they are likely
to experience different teaching styles, approaches, and assessment requirements and a
lack of support from their advisors, faculty, and/or peers in the new university [3]. All
of these changes may have an impact on their adoption of learning approaches. In fact,
possible factors affecting the selection of learning approaches have been investigated. For
example, focusing on students enrolled in different disciplines [4,5], previous studies have
identified that medical students are generally more adapted to deep approaches (DA) than
general education, nursing, and dental students. This revealed that a curriculum with more
problem-based activities might be beneficial to enhance DA adaptation. Moreover, previous
studies also compared the learning approaches of students from different countries [6,7],
and found that Asian students had a higher tendency than Western students to adopt
surface approaches (SA), even though both groups of students had similar rates of adoption
of DA. This suggests that the different learning environments between different countries
might affect students’ learning approaches. Some studies have shown that TSs tend to take
goal-oriented approaches to their studies in order to fulfil their course requirements [8],
but very few have compared directly the learning approaches adopted by TSs and DEs. It

Sustainability 2022, 14, 2523. https://doi.org/10.3390/su14052523 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://doi.org/10.3390/su14052523
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8419-4847
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14052523
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su14052523?type=check_update&version=2


Sustainability 2022, 14, 2523 2 of 20

is useful to identify students’ learning approaches to help education stakeholders to design
teaching strategies in their curricula [9]. The purpose of our study was to address this gap.

1.1. Challenges Faced by TSs

TSs often experience unique challenges such as “transfer shock” (i.e., a disorientation in
academic performance and social interactions experienced after transferring to university,
leading to a dip in grade point average (GPA)) [10] and “campus culture shock” (i.e.,
the challenges of adjusting to a new campus environment) [11]. Furthermore, heavy
workloads [12], adjustment to a new study and social environment [13,14], and stress [15]
are other problems. The heavier workloads could be due to the credits the students have
taken at CC not being fully transferrable to their university studies [16], which implies that
they will have to take extra modules to fulfil the graduation requirement. On the other hand,
TSs strive to develop new social networks during the transition, but feel isolated from the
cohort [14,17,18]. This might be a reason why TSs are reported to participate less in social
events [19] and tend to focus only on striving to cope with the course requirements [8].
These various challenges faced by TSs might have a great impact on their choices of
learning approaches.

1.2. Approaches to Studying and Learning

Students use various learning approaches within the higher education context [20].
Approaches to studying and learning in general can be categorised into three dimensions:
surface, deep, and strategic. A SA is goal-oriented, involves rote learning, and emphasises
knowledge memorization without deep understanding. Students who use SAs tend to
reproduce the knowledge and focus on coping with the assessment demands and merely
fulfilling the academic requirements (e.g., passing the examination). In contrast, a DA
involves meaningful learning and focuses on understanding, relating, and evaluating
knowledge. Students who use DAs tend to seek to understand the meaning of the con-
tent and construct knowledge out of what they study. A strategic approach is defined
as using time and space effectively to study. Students using strategic approaches tend to
organise their learning according to the assessment requirements (i.e., aiming to maximise
their own grades) [21,22]. A surface learning approach has been considered to inhibit
learning sustainability as the knowledge learnt cannot be sustained for future endeav-
ours [23,24]. Furthermore, learning approaches were found correlated with sustainable
behaviours [25]. Previous studies found that factors affecting students’ approaches to
studying and learning have been investigated widely. They summarised three main factors
influencing students’ choices: (1) contextual factors; (2) perceived contextual factors; and
(3) student factors [26–28].

Contextual factors are the properties that define the study context, such as charac-
teristics of assessment and teaching methods, characteristics of the teacher (quality, style,
or personality), feedback from the teacher, study content, and teacher–student interactiv-
ity [26]. For instance, researchers have reported that problem-based curricula encourage
students to use DA and reduce their use of SA more than subject-based curricula. Problem-
based learning is a student-centred instructional approach which is designed to encourage
students to self-study and engage in discussions with peers and teachers in order to en-
hance their knowledge integration and skills [29]. Perceived contextual factors relate
to how students perceive their learning environments. These factors include their per-
ceptions of the teaching and support received from teachers and the institution, and in
particular of the workload, which has been shown to be a critical factor affecting learning
approaches [30–33]. The perception that their workloads are acceptable can increase stu-
dents’ adoption of DA, while the reverse also applies [31,32]. Student-related factors such as
age, gender, personality, motivation, and intellectual ability also contribute to determining
their learning approaches. For instance, mature females have a higher tendency than young
males to adopt DAs, because most of them are intrinsically motivated to study and more
satisfied with their degree experiences than younger male students [34,35].
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1.3. Purpose of the Study

As discussed, the choice of a learning approach is determined by various factors, and
this indicates how students perceive and respond to their learning environments [36]. In
the university transfer system, TSs and DEs have different entry pathways to university.
However, there have not been any studies comparing the learning approaches of TSs
and DEs or examining the factors associated with their choices of learning approaches.
Thus, the aim of this study was to address these gaps by investigating the hypotheses that:
(1) TSs and DEs would have different learning approaches; and (2) the factors predicting
the learning approaches would be different for the two groups of students.

2. Methods
2.1. Research Design

This study used a cross-sectional online survey with convenience sampling. The data
were collected in a Hong Kong university from April to November 2018. All participants
were full-time government-funded undergraduate students and recruited through emails,
posters, and in-class promotion. The target participants were local DEs and TSs; international
and postgraduate students were therefore excluded from the study. The study protocol was
approved by the institutional review board (approval number: HSEARS2018004005-01).

2.2. Instrument

A battery of questionnaires was used that included the HowULearn Questionnaire [37],
Hong Kong Modified Laanan-Transfer Student Questionnaire (HKML-TSQ) [38], the De-
pression Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS), and Academic Locus of Control (ALC). Demographic
information was also collected, including age, gender, and type of student (TS or DE). The
reliability of the questionnaire battery was established in previous studies [12,39]. (See
Appendix A for the questionnaire battery).

The HowULearn questionnaire consisted of five sections: (i) learning approaches
(12 items) (deep approach (8 items, Cronbach’s α = 0.84) and surface approach (4 items,
α = 0.71)); (ii) teaching and learning environment (21 items) (teaching for understanding
and encouraging learning (11 items, α = 0.92); peer support (3 items, α = 0.77); and
alignment and constructive feedback (7 items, α = 0.89)); (iii) self-efficacy beliefs (5 items,
α = 0.86); (iv) study workload (3 items, α = 0.78); and (v) general working life skills (7 items,
α = 0.88) [12].

The HKML-TSQ was composed of: (i) perceived disparity of TSs and DEs (8 items)
9 resources and stigma (4 items, α = 0.80), and academic study (4 items, α = 0.75));
(ii) university support (20 items) (general support and advising (10 items, α = 0.90); aca-
demic experience and advising (6 items, α = 0.86); and institutional attributes (4 items,
α = 0.73)); and (iii) coping style at the university (15 items) (avoidance (4 items, α = 0.88),
emotional (3 items, α = 0.77); active (6 items, α = 0.81); and escape (3 items, α = 0.74) [39].

A total of 21 items from the Depression Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS) [40] and 28 items
on ALC [41] (28 items) were also used. The Cronbach’s α coefficients for depression
(7 items), anxiety (7 items), stress (7 items) and ALC were 0.89, 0.88, 0.89, and 0.52, respec-
tively. Due to the low Cronbach’s α, ALC scores were adjusted by deleting items with low
loading factors. The modified ALC consisted of 18 items with Cronbach’s α = 0.72.

The participants were asked to indicate their agreement with each item on a 5-point
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree), apart from the items on univer-
sity support and DASS, which used a 4-point Likert scale (university support: 1 = very
dissatisfied and 4 = very satisfied; DASS: 0 = did not apply to me at all and 3 = applied to
me very much, or most of the time). The items on ALC were measured by a 2-point Likert
scale (1 = True and 2 = False), with the total scores of this factor calculated by setting “True”
as 1 and “False” as 0.
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2.3. Data Analysis

All data were analysed using SAS Version 9.4 for the Windows platform (SAS Institute
Inc., Cary, NC, USA), and the PROC GLMSELECT procedure was used for the linear
regression analyses. The Mann–Whitney U test was used to identify differences between
TSs and DEs with regard to age, GPA, and the scores for the study variables. Spearman’s
correlation (rs) test was used to test the correlations between the scales of the items for each
factor. Variables with statistically significant correlations with the learning approach were
selected for the linear regression analysis (forward) to determine the predicting factors. In
all cases, p < 0.05 was considered statistically significant.

3. Results
3.1. Characteristics of the Students

A total of 1819 students, coming from 28 departments within the university, completed
the survey. In the TS group, there were 300 (35.7%) male and 541 (64.3%) female students,
and their age range was between 20 and 52 years (22.26 ± 1.77 years), while the DEs
consisted of 319 (32.6%) male and 659 (67.4%) female students aged from 19 to 43 years
(21.10 ± 1.89 years).

Table 1 presents the comparison of the two groups of students on the study variables.
The TSs were significantly older than the DEs, used more surface learning approaches,
had stronger perceptions of the disparities in resources and stigma and academic study,
were less satisfied with institutional attributes, had higher workload stress, and had more
depression and less peer support, self-efficacy, active coping, and general support and
advice. As a consequence, the TSs had a significant lower overall university experience
satisfaction than the DEs.

3.2. Correlations between Study Variables and Learning Approaches

Tables 2–4 show the correlations between different study variables and learning ap-
proaches for all students, the TSs, and the DEs, respectively. For the TS group, the first
five factors significantly positively correlated with DA were (in the descending order of
rs): self-efficacy, generic skills, alignment and constructive feedback, teaching for under-
standing, and encouraging learning and an active coping style. The first five factors for the
DEs were: self-efficacy, generic skills, alignment and constructive feedback, teaching for
understanding, and encouraging learning and peer support.

Furthermore, the first five factors significantly positively correlated with SA for the
TSs were: study workload stress, avoidance coping style, academic study, resources and
stigma and ALC. The first five factors for the DEs were: workload stress, avoidance coping
style, escape coping style, resources and stigma, and academic study.

3.3. Factors Predicting Learning Approaches

Tables 5 and 6 show the factors affecting learning approaches. Self-efficacy was the
strongest predictor of DA for all students (β = 0.340, p < 0.001) and both the TSs (β = 0.329,
p < 0.001) and DEs (β = 0.385, p < 0.001). Workload stress was ranked as the second or third
predictor for all students and DEs, whereas alignment and constructive feedback was the
second or third predictor for all students or TSs. Active coping style ranked as the third
predictor for TSs, while generic skills ranked second for DEs.

For the SA, workload stress was the strongest predictor for all students (β = 0.225,
p < 0.001) and DEs (β = 0.283, p < 0.001). However, it was the third predictor for TSs,
while avoidance coping style was the strongest predictor of the SA for the TSs (β = 0.194,
p < 0.001). Perceived disparities in academic study were ranked second or third for all
students and for the TS group, ALC was the second or third predictor for all students and
for the DEs, while perceived disparities in resources and stigma was the second predictor
for DEs.
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Table 1. Comparison of study variables between TSs and DEs.

Factors All Students (n = 1819) TSs (n = 841) DEs (n = 978)

Background factors mean ± SD mean ± SD mean ± SD

Age a 21.63 ± 1.92 22.26 ± 1.77 *** 21.09 ± 1.89

cGPA 3.10 ± 0.38 3.11 ± 0.38 3.10 ± 0.38

Teaching and learning environment (5-point Likert scale, mean of scores)

Teaching for understanding and encouraging learning a 3.61 ± 0.58 3.58 ± 0.63 3.64 ± 0.54

Peer support a 3.79 ± 0.64 3.75 ± 0.66 3.83 ± 0.62 **

Alignment and constructive feedback a 3.56 ± 0.62 3.53 ± 0.63 3.59 ± 0.60

Learning approaches (5-point Likert scale, mean of scores)

Deep approach a 3.54 ± 0.51 3.54 ± 0.51 3.54 ± 0.50

Surface approach a 3.17 ± 0.62 3.24 ± 0.61 *** 3.12 ± 0.62

Self-efficacy a 3.54 ± 0.65 3.50 ± 0.68 3.58 ± 0.61 *

Workload stress a 3.33 ± 0.77 3.45 ± 0.77 *** 3.23 ± 0.76

Generic skills a 3.67 ± 0.59 3.71 ± 0.52 3.71 ± 0.52

Perceived disparity: TSs vs. DEs (4-point Likert scale, mean of scores)

Resources and stigma b 2.94 ± 0.72 3.03 ± 0.73 *** 2.87 ± 0.71

Academic study b 3.17 ± 0.77 3.40 ± 0.77 *** 2.97 ± 0.71

University support (4-point Likert scale, mean of scores)

General support and advising 2.81 ± 0.53 2.75 ± 0.54 2.86 ± 0.53 ***

Academic experience and advising 2.87 ± 0.54 2.84 ± 0.54 2.90 ± 0.53

Institutional attributes 2.88 ± 0.51 2.85 ± 0.52 2.91 ± 0.50 *

Overall university experience satisfaction (4-point
Likert scale)

2.94 ± 0.61 2.88 ± 0.65 3.00 ± 0.57 *

Coping style (4-point Likert scale, mean of scores)

Avoidance b 2.74 ± 0.83 2.73 ± 0.83 2.74 ± 0.83

Emotional b 3.10 ± 0.72 3.07 ± 0.72 3.12 ± 0.72

Active b 3.53 ± 0.55 3.50 ± 0.56 3.55 ± 0.53 *

Escape b 2.78 ± 0.79 2.78 ± 0.78 2.78 ± 0.80

DASS (4-point Likert scale, sum of scores)

Depression 11.89 ± 9.56 12.62 ± 9.99 * 11.27 ± 9.13

Anxiety 11.26 ± 9.06 11.80 ± 9.58 10.80 ± 8.55

Stress 14.91 ± 9.82 15.44 ± 10.24 14.45 ± 9.42

ALC (2-point Likert scale, sum of rescaled scores) 12.00 ± 3.43 11.99 ± 3.48 12.01 ± 3.38

Significance shown as: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, and *** p < 0.001 from comparisons of TSs and DEs by the Mann–
Whitney U test. a Data described previously as [12]; b Data described previously as [39].
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Table 2. Correlation between study variables and learning approaches for all students.

All students 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23

1 Deep
approach 1

2 Surface
approach 0.196 *** 1

3 Age 0.008 0.005 1

4 GPA 0.186 *** −0.139 *** −0.059 * 1

5

Teaching for
understanding
& encouraging
learning

0.502 *** −0.056 * −0.005 0.149 *** 1

6 Peer support 0.420 *** −0.018 −0.043 0.108 *** 0.584 *** 1

7
Alignment &
constructive
feedback

0.511 *** 0.001 −0.032 0.112 *** 0.748 *** 0.569 *** 1

8 Self-efficacy 0.613 *** −0.006 0.002 0.218 *** 0.521 *** 0.378 *** 0.501 *** 1

9 Workload
stress 0.170 *** 0.325 *** 0.064 ** 0.032 −0.038 −0.037 −0.059 * 0.04 1

10 Generic skills 0.546 *** −0.024 0.004 0.123 *** 0.574 *** 0.482 *** 0.550 *** 0.551 *** 0.071 ** 1

11 Resources and
stigma 0.092 *** 0.291 *** 0.029 −0.042 0.033 −0.035 0.042 0.054 * 0.237 *** 0.007 1

12 Academic
study 0.076 ** 0.305 *** 0.119 *** −0.052 * −0.013 −0.031 0.008 0.058 * 0.280 *** 0.038 0.578 *** 1

13
General
support and
advising

0.224 *** −0.020 −0.082 *** 0.015 0.334 *** 0.199 *** 0.360 *** 0.240 *** −0.124
*** 0.287 *** 0.080 ** −0.015 1

14
Academic
experience
and advising

0.261 *** −0.023 −0.042 0.021 0.430 *** 0.261 *** 0.433 *** 0.275 *** −0.100
*** 0.335 *** 0.070 ** 0.024 0.654 *** 1

15 Institutional
attributes 0.227 *** −0.016 −0.027 0.009 0.303 *** 0.246 *** 0.329 *** 0.232 *** −0.089

*** 0.288 *** 0.029 0.000 0.561 *** 0.506 *** 1

16 Coping:
avoidance −0.006 0.312 *** −0.004 −0.097 *** −0.010 −0.105

*** 0.025 −0.011 0.182 *** −0.081
** 0.346 *** 0.222 *** 0.126 *** 0.116 *** 0.072 ** 1

17 Coping:
emotional 0.074 ** 0.232 *** −0.024 −0.037 0.035 0.033 0.045 0.060 * 0.237 *** 0.033 0.216 *** 0.186 *** 0.081 ** 0.074 ** 0.093 *** 0.472 *** 1

18 Coping: active 0.424 *** −0.017 −0.021 0.099 *** 0.420 *** 0.408 *** 0.398 *** 0.411 *** −0.004 0.501 *** −0.006 0.037 0.231 *** 0.291 *** 0.276 *** −0.024 0.240 *** 1

19 Coping:
escape −0.130 *** 0.272 *** −0.018 −0.160 *** −0.123

***
−0.138
***

−0.096
***

−0.116
*** 0.125 *** −0.154

*** 0.238 *** 0.208 *** 0.032 0.018 0.015 0.486 *** 0.392 *** −0.085
*** 1

20 Depression −0.179 *** 0.222 *** 0.047 * −0.068 ** −0.272
***

−0.233
***

−0.229
***

−0.282
*** 0.243 *** −0.239

*** 0.124 *** 0.127 *** −0.186
***

−0.217
***

−0.155
*** 0.191 *** 0.144 *** −0.253

*** 0.232 *** 1

21 Anxiety −0.103 *** 0.188 *** 0.025 −0.056 * −0.190
***

−0.208
***

−0.179
***

−0.211
*** 0.244 *** −0.195

*** 0.130 *** 0.113 *** −0.150
***

−0.159
***

−0.135
*** 0.181 *** 0.137 *** −0.204

*** 0.194 *** 0.836 *** 1

22 Stress −0.076 ** 0.178 *** 0.04 −0.022 −0.184
***

−0.192
***

−0.182
***

−0.173
*** 0.303 *** −0.148

*** 0.092 *** 0.102 *** −0.181
***

−0.188
***

−0.144
*** 0.126 *** 0.177 *** −0.142

*** 0.145 *** 0.831 *** 0.843 *** 1

23 ALC −0.087 *** 0.278 *** −0.020 −0.110 *** −0.105
***

−0.123
***

−0.073
**

−0.083
*** 0.169 *** −0.115

*** 0.216 *** 0.170 *** −0.015 −0.038 −0.055 * 0.303 *** 0.173 *** −0.109
*** 0.300 *** 0.204 *** 0.168 *** 0.140 *** 1

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 and *** p < 0.001.
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Table 3. Correlation between study variables and learning approaches for TSs.

Transfer students 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23

1 Deep
approach 1

2 Surface
approach 0.228 *** 1

3 Age 0.060 0.036 1

4 GPA 0.210 *** −0.116 *** 0.036 1

5

Teaching for
understanding
& encouraging
learning

0.5002 *** −0.060 0.024 0.190 *** 1

6 Peer support 0.438 *** 0.012 0.017 0.092 ** 0.605 *** 1

7
Alignment &
constructive
feedback

0.514 *** −0.004 0.018 0.164 *** 0.763 *** 0.605 *** 1

8 Self-efficacy 0.611 *** 0.022 0.075 * 0.236 *** 0.536 *** 0.385 *** 0.505 *** 1

9 Workload
stress 0.188 *** 0.311 *** 0.001 0.018 −0.030 −0.019 −0.085 * 0.083 * 1

10 Generic skills 0.554 *** 0.003 0.007 0.157 *** 0.584 *** 0.498 *** 0.554 *** 0.599 *** 0.081 * 1

11 Resources and
stigma 0.052 0.251 *** 0.023 −0.021 −0.009 −0.039 −0.013 0.025 0.245 *** 0.007 1

12 Academic
study 0.054 0.289 *** 0.008 −0.062 −0.074 * −0.002 −0.066 0.019 0.326 *** 0.043 0.504 *** 1

13
General
support and
advising

0.201 *** −0.066 −0.043 0.025 0.375 *** 0.257 *** 0.392 *** 0.241 *** −0.199
*** 0.306 *** 0.024 −0.169

*** 1

14
Academic
experience
and advising

0.239 *** −0.042 −0.008 0.043 0.465 *** 0.305 *** 0.454 *** 0.288 *** −0.142
*** 0.362 *** −0.005 −0.118

*** 0.674 *** 1

15 Institutional
attributes 0.244 *** −0.035 0.019 0.052 0.381 *** 0.338 *** 0.404 *** 0.295 *** −0.104

** 0.325 *** −0.059 −0.115
*** 0.570 *** 0.536 *** 1

16 Coping:
avoidance −0.052 0.302 *** 0.051 −0.094 ** −0.008 −0.087 * 0.007 −0.015 0.182 *** −0.095

** 0.298 *** 0.114 *** 0.129 *** 0.086 * 0.049 1

17 Coping:
emotional 0.049 0.225 *** 0.061 −0.057 0.036 0.031 0.046 0.065 0.226 *** 0.031 0.215 *** 0.183 *** 0.077 * 0.057 0.085 * 0.507 *** 1

18 Coping: active 0.449 *** 0.025 0.021 0.111 ** 0.415 *** 0.410 *** 0.378 *** 0.414 *** 0.046 0.516 *** 0.014 0.087 * 0.248 *** 0.300 *** 0.318 *** −0.027 0.226 *** 1

19 Coping:
escape −0.148 *** 0.226 *** −0.007 −0.138 *** −0.103

**
−0.124
*** −0.074 * −0.125

*** 0.089 * −0.151
*** 0.218 *** 0.133 *** 0.020 0.002 −0.045 0.482 *** 0.399 *** −0.082 * 1

20 Depression −0.191 *** 0.214 *** 0.024 −0.071 * −0.318
***

−0.269
***

−0.285
***

−0.269
*** 0.210 *** −0.282

*** 0.129 *** 0.117 *** −0.257
***

−0.283
***

−0.243
*** 0.176 *** 0.135 *** −0.262

*** 0.221 *** 1

21 Anxiety −0.095 ** 0.171 *** −0.004 −0.041 −0.206
***

−0.218
***

−0.205
***

−0.194
*** 0.227 *** −0.227

*** 0.115 ** 0.082 * −0.221
***

−0.223
***

−0.213
*** 0.169 *** 0.105 ** −0.214

*** 0.191 *** 0.838 *** 1

22 Stress −0.074 * 0.183 *** 0.020 −0.016 −0.199
***

−0.214
***

−0.213
***

−0.152
*** 0.285 *** −0.184

*** 0.114 *** 0.116 *** −0.250
***

−0.242
***

−0.213
*** 0.125 *** 0.144 *** −0.174

*** 0.125 *** 0.845 *** 0.853 *** 1

23 ALC −0.076 * 0.284 *** −0.006 −0.110 ** −0.111
**

−0.112
** −0.052 −0.071 * 0.183 *** −0.127

*** 0.237 *** 0.150 *** 0.003 −0.058 −0.036 0.296 *** 0.211 *** −0.073 * 0.337 *** 0.248 *** 0.203 *** 0.178 *** 1

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 and *** p < 0.001.
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Table 4. Correlation between study variables and learning approaches for DEs.

Direct entrants 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23

1 Deep
approach 1

2 Surface
approach 0.170 *** 1

3 Age −0.035 −0.077 * 1

4 GPA 0.167 *** −0.163 *** −0.072 * 1

5

Teaching for
understanding
& encouraging
learning

0.501 *** −0.049 −0.003 0.112 *** 1

6 Peer support 0.406 *** −0.039 −0.031 0.121 *** 0.564 *** 1

7
Alignment &
constructive
feedback

0.507 *** 0.011 −0.051 0.069 * 0.734 *** 0.535 *** 1

8 Self-efficacy 0.615 *** −0.026 −0.017 0.204 *** 0.509 *** 0.369 *** 0.497 *** 1

9 Workload
stress 0.157 *** 0.329 *** 0.007 0.037 −0.045 −0.034 −0.029 0.009 1

10 Generic skills 0.537 *** −0.044 0.021 0.095 ** 0.564 *** 0.463 *** 0.546 *** 0.507 *** .070 * 1

11 Resources and
stigma 0.126 *** 0.311 *** −0.062 −0.069 * 0.075 * −0.018 0.096 ** 0.087 ** 0.209 *** 0.013 1

12 Academic
study 0.103 ** 0.293 *** −0.009 −0.056 0.053 −0.016 0.096 ** 0.117 *** 0.187 *** 0.051 0.641 *** 1

13
General
support and
advising

0.209 *** 0.033 −0.050 0.005 0.263 *** 0.144 *** 0.289 *** 0.210 *** −0.060 0.239 *** 0.133 *** 0.197 *** 1

14
Academic
experience
and advising

0.268 *** −0.004 −0.055 0.003 0.378 *** 0.207 *** 0.394 *** 0.251 *** −0.063 * 0.297 *** 0.132 *** 0.171 *** 0.657 *** 1

15 Institutional
attributes 0.200 *** 0.006 −0.052 −0.021 0.220 *** 0.160 *** 0.249 *** 0.166 *** −0.070 * 0.241 *** 0.122 *** 0.144 *** 0.574 *** 0.503 *** 1

16 Coping:
avoidance 0.033 0.323 *** −0.048 −0.098 ** −0.014 −0.122

*** 0.039 −0.007 0.185 *** −0.069 * 0.393 *** 0.331 *** 0.098 ** 0.121 *** 0.079 * 1

17 Coping:
emotional 0.095 ** 0.244 *** −0.062 −0.019 0.033 0.029 0.041 0.053 0.263 *** 0.031 0.226 *** 0.225 *** 0.069 * 0.088 ** 0.091 ** 0.444 *** 1

18 Coping: active 0.401 *** −0.047 −0.014 0.091 ** 0.425 *** 0.400 *** 0.412 *** 0.403 *** −0.035 0.484 *** −0.012 0.027 0.198 *** 0.281 *** 0.217 *** −0.019 0.248 *** 1

19 Coping:
escape −0.116 *** 0.313 *** −0.018 −0.178 *** −0.141

***
−0.149
***

−0.117
***

−0.109
** 0.158 *** −0.159

*** 0.258 *** 0.289 *** 0.042 0.024 0.056 0.489 *** 0.388 *** −0.088
** 1

20 Depression −0.169 *** 0.222 *** 0.035 −0.066 * −0.227
***

−0.195
***

−0.173
***

−0.294
*** 0.263 *** −0.198

*** 0.103 ** 0.114 *** −0.135
***

−0.169
***

−0.090
** 0.204 *** 0.157 *** −0.237

*** 0.244 *** 1

21 Anxiety −0.111 *** 0.200 *** 0.027 −0.068 * −0.173
***

−0.196
***

−0.150
***

−0.227
*** 0.257 *** −0.167

*** 0.131 *** 0.127 *** −0.103
***

−0.109
** −0.077 * 0.192 *** 0.167 *** −0.193

*** 0.197 *** 0.834 *** 1

22 Stress −0.080 * 0.169 *** 0.042 −0.027 −0.169
***

−0.170
***

−0.151
***

−0.192
*** 0.316 *** −0.114

*** 0.064 * 0.079 * −0.127
***

−0.146
***

−0.099
** 0.129 *** 0.208 *** −0.109

** 0.164 *** 0.818 *** 0.832 *** 1

23 ALC −0.096 ** 0.274 *** −0.035 −0.112 *** −0.100
**

−0.133
***

−0.091
**

−0.094
** 0.158 *** −0.103

** 0.199 *** 0.191 *** −0.032 −0.020 −0.070 * 0.309 *** 0.141 *** −0.140
*** 0.269 *** 0.166 *** 0.137 *** 0.106 *** 1

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 and *** p < 0.001.
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Table 5. Factors predicting a deep approach for all students, TSs, and DEs, according to the strength
of the prediction.

Regression All Students TSs DEs

F (df) 199.26 (9, 1745) 94.62 (8, 799) 159.32 (7, 944)

Adjusted R2 0.5043 0.4814 0.5382

p-value <0.001 <0.001 <0.001

Significant factor (s) Self-efficacy
(β = 0.340, p < 0.001)

Self-efficacy
(β = 0.329, p < 0.001)

Self-efficacy
(β = 0.385, p < 0.001)

Workload stress
(β = 0.195, p < 0.001)

Alignment and constructive
feedback (β = 0.258, p < 0.001)

Generic skills
(β = 0.209, p < 0.001)

Alignment and constructive feedback
(β = 0.185, p < 0.001)

Active
(β = 0.185, p < 0.001)

Workload stress (β = 0.170,
p < 0.001)

Active
(β = 0.129, p < 0.001)

Workload stress
(β = 0.184, p < 0.001)

Alignment and constructive
feedback (β = 0.145, p < 0.001)

Generic skills
(β = 0.127, p < 0.001)

Peer support
(β = 0.099, p = 0.0037)

Peer support
(β = 0.115, p < 0.001)

Peer support
(β = 0.105, p < 0.001)

Escape
(β = −0.099, p < 0.001)

Hours of study (“1 to 5 h” (ref)
vs. “more than 5 h”, β = 0.081,
p < 0.001)

Escape
(β = −0.071, p < 0.001)

Institutional attributes
(β = −0.078, p = 0.0075)

Institutional attributes
(β = 0.064, p = 0.007)

Heard of Supporting Departments
(“know” (ref) vs. “don’t know”,
β = 0.063, p < 0.001)

Hours of study (“1 to 5 h” (ref)
vs. “more than 5 h”, β = 0.074,
p = 0.005)

Social connections (β = −0.060,
p = 0.0035)

Table 6. Factors predicting a surface approach for all students, TSs, and DEs, according to the strength
of predication.

Regression All Students TSs DEs

F (df) 75.49 (8, 1749) 42.38 (6, 810) 57.67 (6, 920)

Adjusted R2 0.2533 0.2333 0.2686

p-value <0.001 <0.001 <0.001

Significant factor (s) Workload stress
(β = 0.225, p < 0.001

Avoidance
(β = 0.194, p < 0.001)

Workload stress
(β = 0.283, p < 0.001)

ALC
(β = 0.130, p < 0.001)

Academic study
(β = 0.188, p < 0.001)

Resources and stigma (β = 0.191,
p < 0.001)

Academic study
(β = 0.120, p < 0.001)

Workload stress (β = 0.155,
p < 0.001)

ALC (β = 0.145, p < 0.001)

Avoidance
(β = 0.119, p < 0.001)

ALC
(β = 0.136, p < 0.001)

Escape
(β = 0.144, p < 0.001)

cGPA in university
(β = −0.107, p < 0.001)

Depression (β = 0.096,
p = 0.0032)

cGPA in university
(β = −0.124, p < 0.001)

Resources and stigma
(β = 0.076, p = 0.0056)

cGPA in university
(β = −0.085, p = 0.006)

Age
(β = −0.103, p < 0.001)

Depression (“normal to mild”
(ref) vs. “morderate to very
severe”, β = 0.072, p < 0.001)

Escape
(β = 0.071, p = 0.004)
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4. Discussion and Conclusion

To our knowledge, this is the first study of its kind to investigate the differences
between the learning approaches of TSs and DEs and the factors predicting these learning
approaches, particularly in the Asian higher education context. Our findings reveal that
TSs experience their learning environments as less favourable than DEs. Moreover, our
findings partially supported the hypotheses, identifying some similar, and some different,
predictors for TSs’ and DEs’ learning approaches.

4.1. Differences in Learning Approaches of TSs and DEs

Our findings show that the use of SA was significantly higher in the TSs, while the
difference in the two groups’ use of the deep and organized approach was not significant.
Apparently, TSs tend to adopt more SAs (rote learning) along with DAs (deep under-
standing). This mixing of the two approaches has been observed previously in Chinese
students [42]. Furthermore, Al Kadri et al. [43] and Rovers et al. [44] suggested that the
choice of learning approach is affected by the time available and the workload. In Hong
Kong, TSs are normally required to complete their degree studies in two years, with a strict
“2 + 2” pathway. However, due to the inadequate programme alignment between commu-
nity college and university, they have heavier study loads than DEs [12,38,45]. Our study
also found that TSs were exposed to less supportive learning environments. For instance,
compared with DEs, they experienced higher study workload stress, less peer support,
and less general support and advice. They also perceived higher disparities with regard to
resources and stigma and academic study, felt less content with institutional attributes, such
as the quality of university arrangements for students, used less active coping strategies,
and had higher depression scores. Furthermore, lower self-efficacy could be another reason
for TSs’ use of SAs more than DEs. Bonsaksen, Sadeghi, and Thørrisen [34] found that
students with low self-efficacy are more likely to adopt SAs and are more in favour of easy
and simple assessments. As a consequence of all these unfavourable learning situations
and constraints, TSs have no choice but to adopt SAs or switch between SAs and DAs; for
instance, SAs are often used when students are overwhelmed with an excessive workload
demand [33].

4.2. Factors Predicting Students’ Learning Approaches

In our study, we identified similarities and differences in the factors predicting TSs’
and DEs’ learning approaches. We found that different coping styles were the significant
predictors for both learning approaches. The effect of coping styles seems to particularly
affect TSs: an active coping style was the third strongest predictor for the DAs, and an
avoidance coping style ranked first and fourth in predicting SA use by the TSs and all
students, respectively. Moneta, Spada, and Rost [46] found that an approach coping style
was significantly correlated to DAs, whereas avoidance coping was correlated with SAs.
While calling the idea “approach coping” (which is comparable to “active coping” in our
study), these authors showed that students were solving problems actively and focusing
directly on the source of the stress and problems [47]. This suggests that students with
active (or approach) coping are able to face problems positively and seek solutions actively,
to the extent that they are open to seeking help from others [48]. These students are more
capable of understanding the knowledge they receive instead of relying on rote learning
when coping with academic challenges [46]. Furthermore, Freire et al. [49] demonstrated
that students with higher levels of self-efficacy are more flexible about using active coping
strategies when under stress, and vice versa. TSs experienced lower self-efficacy as they
had the stigma of perceiving themselves as “losers” and higher levels of stress by resorting
to a “second chance” for university study after their CC study [50,51]. Such negative
experiences can reduce the flexibility of their use of coping strategies. Therefore, this
flexibility has the greater effect on TSs’ learning approaches.
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4.2.1. Deep Approach

Self-efficacy was the strongest predictor affecting the adoption of DAs for TSs, DEs,
and all students. This is aligned with previous results demonstrating that self-efficacy is
significantly and positively correlated with DAs [46,52]. These researchers explained that
students with higher self-efficacy tend to believe in their own abilities to handle and execute
the tasks or to solve the problems they face, with their greater self-confidence motivating
them to study and adopt higher-level learning [52].

Our data also showed that feedback (corresponding to “alignment and constructive
feedback”) is another of the top three predictors for DA adoption for TS, DEs, and overall for
all students. Appropriate feedback can help students to understand what they have learnt
and point out their strengths and weaknesses, in order to point them in the right direction
and lead them to the most effective learning paths [53]. Although some studies (e.g., Gijbels
et al. [54] found no significant impacts on modifying students’ learning approaches, even
with additional feedback, Hattie and Timperley [53] remarked that the effect of feedback in
enhancing student learning is dependent on the level of the feedback. Educators should pay
attention to giving feedback that aligns with the learning objectives to encourage students
to modify their learning approaches appropriately.

Our findings indicated that generic skills were the third predictor of DA for the DEs
and the fourth predictor for all students overall. The positive correlation between generic
skills and the DA has been demonstrated previously [31,55,56]. Adopting DA requires
generic skills such as applying knowledge, critical thinking, and analysing and structuring
information [56]. Chan [57] found that curriculum-embedded initiatives (e.g., experiential
learning and technological learning) are useful for helping students’ development of generic
skills in Hong Kong. In particular, our results indicated that generic skills do not affect
TSs’ adoption of DA in university study. This might suggest that their generic skills might
have been developed and strengthened during their two-year study experience in CC,
where many of their learning experiences help them to build a series of generic skills,
such as research-based courses to enhance their critical thinking and analytical skills [58]
and various co-curricular activities to improve their communication and interpersonal
skills [59].

4.2.2. Surface Approach

Workload is an important variable to determine students’ learning approaches [26].
In our results, the effect of the study workload stress was stronger on the SAs than on the
DAs, and for DEs more than for TSs. It ranked first and third in predicting SA use for
DEs/all students and TSs, respectively, and fourth in predicting DA use for all students,
as well as for the TS and DE groups. It is understandable that an excessive workload may
reduce students’ learning motivation and morale and encourage the adoption of SAs in
order to cope with excessive academic assessment without paying attention to the deeper
educational purposes of their assignments [33]. There is also evidence reported in the
literature that the effect of study workload stress may depend on the level of the stress and
the individual’s perception of it. Diseth [31] and Sun and Richardson [60] found that an
appropriate level of workload is, in fact, positively correlated with the DA. On the other
hand, a heavy workload or the perception that it is inappropriate can lead to more use of
SAs and fewer DAs [31–33]. Thus, students who perceive their workloads to be suitable
will be more encouraged to put effort into their studies and to apply their skills, eventually
leading them to adopt DAs [52,55].

The perception of a disparity in learning support was found to be one of the top three
predictors for SA adoption for both TSs and DEs. It was revealed that the TSs thought
there was a great disparity between themselves and the DEs with regard to “resources and
stigma” and “academic study”, and they felt that they received less “general support and
advice”. These findings suggest that TSs have poorer self-perceptions due to the stigma of
being “transfer students” and “losers in the public examinations” when they transfer from
CC to university. TSs might see themselves as inferior to DEs and experience a higher level
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of academic stress [50]. As a matter of fact, students might swing between different learning
approaches depending on their perceptions of the learning support they receive [43,61].
Thus, students with less learning support are more likely to shift to SAs.

Interestingly, GPA was the significant negative predicator for SA use for all students
and both TSs and DEs. However, GPA was ranked as the weakest predictor for TSs, while
DA did not seem to have a link with academic performance. This finding partially echoes
the results of Trigwell, Ashwin, and Millan [52] that the SA has a strong negative impact on
academic performance; it should be noted, however, that these authors also found the DA
not to be correlated with academic performance. Surprisingly, we found that, although the
TSs were more engaged with the SA, they had higher GPAs than the DEs [38]. This was
not the first time that there have been deviations from the well-documented correlations
between study approaches and GPA which have been observed in Chinese students in
Hong Kong. Bonsaksen, Brown, Lim, and Fong [6] reported in their cross-cultural study
that students from Hong Kong had higher scores for SA and GPA than students from
the other countries, while their DA scores were similar. These, together, seem to suggest
that the adoption of SAs does not directly imply a detrimental impact on students’ GPAs.
We speculated that the TSs might become skilful in adopting SAs to cope with academic
assessment but that they are using DAs at the same time, and hence are not affected as
much by the negative effects of the SAs. Similar findings from studies of Chinese students
seem to support this speculation [42].

4.3. Implications

Our study demonstrated that some factors predicting learning approaches for TSs
and DEs were similar and that some were different. Furthermore, the TSs perceived their
learning environment to be less favourable than that of the DEs. Universities play an
essential role in sustainable development education [1]. The commitment of education
stakeholders in sustainable learning is inevitable. The results of our study indicate that
university management, academic, and supporting staff should work collaboratively with
the corresponding stakeholders in CC to tackle the needs of the TSs. The current one-size-
fits-all strategy might not work appropriately to enhance the learning experiences of TSs.
Their needs should be amplified to different levels in the university, CC, and even the
government. In this study, the TSs had a higher tendency to adopt SAs, and had more
issues with excessive study workload stress, stronger perceptions of disparities in their
university studies, and higher levels of depression. TSs’ coping styles have an important
role in their adoption of learning approaches. Freire, Ferradás, Regueiro, Rodríguez,
Valle, and Núñez [49] suggested that teachers could take initiatives and actions to foster
students’ self-regulation and executive functioning skills in order to encourage them to use
appropriate coping styles when they are experiencing stress. Duration of study could be a
critical factor that underlies stress and negative outcomes. TSs are only given two years to
complete their university studies. Mirghani et al. [36] found that undergraduate students
in a four-year programme frequently adopted SAs in the first two years and tended to
change to DAs later in their senior years. This suggests that students, in general, require
time to adjust to the new learning environment and settings at university. This is the same
for TSs, who are required to complete university study within two years. They do not
have enough time to adjust to using DAs, and maybe this is why the TSs in this study
were observed to have a stronger tendency to use SAs to resolve academic challenges. This
echoes Grove’s [62] finding that students shifted towards SAs and used instrumental and
goal-oriented approaches during their university studies to manage their heavy workloads
at particular times. Seamless articulation from CC to university study should not only
focus on academic credit transfer but also learning and social environments.

In fact, improving the university transfer system is a long journey that requires co-
operation among numerous parties from CC, universities, and the government. These
stakeholders should work together to modify the systems and policies of the transfer
system [3]. Other modifications and enhancement aspects are also suggested for universi-
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ties to improve students’ learning approaches, for instance, by improving their teaching
styles and methods [26], enhancing their social interactions with academic staff [43], and
providing language support (e.g., English) [63]. These modifications have been demon-
strated to be effective in encouraging students towards the direction of adopting DAs in
their study and learning. Furthermore, our findings indicate that some factors affecting the
learning approaches used by TSs and DEs are similar, which suggests that the modifications
and enhancements provided by university could also be beneficial to DEs. The predictors
identified will be useful for education stakeholders to design teaching strategies or curricula
to sustain the deep learning approach to meet the needs of both groups of students.

4.4. Limitations

In this study, data collection was conducted in only one university in Hong Kong,
which could have reduced the generalizability of the current findings. This could be
compensated for by using a larger sample with a wider coverage of different departments,
faculties, and schools. In addition, in this study, there was a small portion of DEs (about
12%) who had completed their sub-degrees and then entered directly to the first year of
their four-year undergraduate programme. In fact, these DEs might have had similar study
experiences as those of the TSs, as they had also come from the CC programme route.
However, we did not distinguish them in our survey. These DEs may have used different
learning approaches from those used by the normal DEs (without CC study experience).
Apart from the CC programme, the participants may have come from different disciplines
and programmes in the university. Students from different programmes might not have
the same study patterns and learning approaches. In our future study, a discipline-based
analysis will be conducted to further investigate the learning approaches between these
two groups of students.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Comparison between transfer students and direct entrants in learning approaches [12,37].

Learning Approaches (12 Items)

Deep and organized approach (8 items) (α = 0.84)

2 I put a lot of effort into my studying

4 On the whole, I’ve been systematic and organized in my studying

5 Ideas I’ve come across in my academic reading set me off on long chains of thought

6 I look at evidence carefully to reach my own conclusion about what I’m studying

8 I organize my study time carefully to make the best use of it

10 I carefully prioritize my time to make sure I can fit everything in

11 I try to relate new material, as I am reading it, to what I already know on that topic

12 I try to relate what I have learned in one subject to what I learn in other subjects

Surface approach (4 items) (α = 0.71)

1 I’ve often had trouble making sense of the things I have to study

3 Much of what I’ve learned seems no more than lots of unrelated bits and pieces in my mind

7 Topics are presented in such complicated ways that I often can’t see what they mean

9 Often I have to study over and over things that don’t really make much sense to me

Table A2. Comparison between transfer students and direct entrants in the teaching and learning
environment [12,37].

Teaching and Learning Environment (21 Items)

Teaching for understanding and encouraging learning (11 items) (α = 0.92)

1 It is clear to me what I am expected to learn in subjects

2 We are allowed some choices over what aspects of the subject to concentrate on in subjects

3 What we are taught seems to match what we are supposed to learn

4 I can see the relevance of most of what we are taught

5 Subjects have given me a sense of what goes on “behind the scenes” in the subject area

6 The teaching helps me to think about the evidence underpinning different views

7 Teaching encourages me to relate what I learned to issues in a wider context

9 I found most of what I learned in subjects really interesting

10 Academic staff try to share their enthusiasm about the subject with us

12 Academic staff are patient in explaining things which seem difficult to grasp

13 I enjoyed participating in subjects

14 Academic staff help us to see how we are supposed to think and reach conclusions in subjects

Peer support (3 items) (α = 0.77)

8 Students support each other and try to give help when it is needed

11 Talking with other students helps me to develop my understanding

15 I can generally work comfortably with other students

Alignment and constructive feedback (7 items) (α = 0.89)

16 Subjects provide plenty of opportunities for me to discuss important ideas and topics

17 I receive enough feedback about my learning (e.g., assignment work)

18 It is clear to me what is expected in the assessed work (e.g., final examination)

19 I can see how the subject assessment fits in with what I am supposed to learn

20 The feedback given on my work helps me to improve my ways of learning and studying

21 The subject assessment helps me to make connections to my existing knowledge or experience

22 The feedback given on my subject assessments helps to clarify things I hadn’t fully understood
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Table A3. Comparison between transfer students and direct entrants in self-efficacy beliefs [12,37].

Self-Efficacy Beliefs (5 Items) (α = 0.86)

1 I believe I will do well in my studies

2 I’m certain I can understand the most difficult material in my studies

3 I’m confident I can understand the basic concepts of my own study field

4 I expect to do well in my studies

5 I’m certain I can learn well the skills required in my study field

Table A4. Comparison between transfer students and direct entrants in the study workload [12,37].

Study Workload (3 Items) (α = 0.78)

1 The workload of my studies is too heavy and causes too much study-related stress

2 I put too much effort into my studies

3 I am suffering from a high level of study-related stress

Table A5. Comparison between transfer students and direct entrants in general working life skills [12].

General Working Life Skills (7 Items) (α = 0.88)

1 I have learnt to apply theoretical knowledge to practice

2 I have learnt to develop cooperation and interpersonal skills

3 I have learnt to analyze and categorize information

4 I have learnt to see things from different points of view

5 I have learnt to look at things critically

6 I have learnt to make arguments and look for different solutions

7 I have learnt to develop new ideas

Table A6. Comparison between transfer students and direct entrants in the perceived disparity of
transfer students and direct entrants [39].

Perceived Disparity of Transfer Students and Direct Entrants (8 Items)

Resources and stigma (4 items) (α = 0.80)

3 There is a stigma at the University among students for having started at a sub-degree institution

4 Most of PolyU support is designed for non-SYA students

5 The resources to support non-SYA students are more than that for SYA students

6 Academic staff provide more support to non-SYA students than SYA students

Academic study (4 items) (α = 0.75)

7 The study load for SYA students is much more than non-SYA students

8 Non-SYA students have more opportunities to overseas exchanges than SYA students

9 Generally, SYA students are more concerned about “getting the grade” instead of learning the material

10 Many SYA students feel like they do not “fit in” on this campus
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Table A7. Comparison between transfer students and direct entrants in the university support [39].

University Support (20 Items)

General support and advising (10 items) (α = 0.90)

11 Work-integrated education (WIE) counselling and advising

12 Support from WIE staff (e.g., hotel, hospital, business company, etc.)

13 English support

14 Foundation subjects support

15 Overseas exchange opportunities and advising

16 Career counseling and advising

17 Psychological counselling and advising

18 Financial counselling and advising

20 Opportunities for community services

21 Job placement services for students

Academic experience and advising (6 items) (α = 0.86)

5 Sense of belonging at PolyU

6 Academic advising

7 Support from academic staff

8 Support from non-academic staff

9 Subject selection counselling and advising

10 Subject registration counselling and advising

Institutional attributes (4 items) (α = 0.73)

22 Class size

23 Interaction with other SYA students

24 Interaction with non-SYA students

25 Leadership opportunities

Table A8. Comparison between transfer students and direct entrants in coping styles at the university [39].

Coping Style at the University (15 Items)

Avoidance (3 items) (α = 0.88)

7 I refuse to believe that it happened

8 I say to myself “this isn’t real”

9 I pretend that it hasn’t really happened

Emotional (3 items) (α = 0.77)

10 I let my feelings out when things don’t go my way

11 I feel a lot of emotional distress and I find myself expressing these feelings

12 I get upset and let my emotions out

Active (6 items) (α = 0.81);

1 I think about how I might best handle the problem

2 I make a plan of action

3 I try to come up with a strategy about what to do

4 I think hard about what steps to take to resolve the problem

5 I try to get emotional support from friends and family

6 I discuss my feelings with someone

Escape (3 items) (α = 0.74)

13 I skip class

14 I reduce the amount of effort I put in to solve the problem

15 I give up trying to reach my goal quickly and easily
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Table A9. Comparison between transfer students and direct entrants in the Depression Anxiety Stress
Scale (DASS) [40].

DASS (21 Items)

Depression (α = 0.89)

3 I couldn’t seem to experience any positive feeling at all

5 I found it difficult to work up the initiative to do things

10 I felt that I had nothing to look forward to

13 I felt down-hearted and blue

16 I was unable to become enthusiastic about anything

17 I felt I wasn’t worth much as a person

21 I felt that life was meaningless

Anxiety (α = 0.88)

2 I was aware of dryness of my mouth

4 I experienced breathing difficulty (e.g., excessively rapid breathing, breathlessness in the absence of physical exertion)

7 I experienced trembling (e.g., in the hands)

9 I was worried about situations in which I might panic and make a fool of myself

15 I felt I was close to panic

19 I was aware of the action of my heart in the absence of physical exertion (e.g., sense of heart rate increase, heart missing a beat)

20 I felt scared without good reason

Stress (α = 0.89)

1 I found it hard to wind down

6 I tend to over-react to situations

8 I felt that I was using a lot of nervous energy

11 I found myself getting agitated

12 I found it difficult to relax

14 I was intolerant of anything that kept me from getting on with what I was doing

18 I felt that I was rather touchy

Table A10. Comparison between transfer students and direct entrants in the academic locus of control [41].

Academic Locus of Control (18 Items) (α = 0.72)

1 I came to university because it was expected of me

2 Some people have a knack for writing, while others can never write well no matter how hard they try

3 At least once I have taken a course because it was an easy good grade

4 Professors sometimes make an early impression of you and then no matter what you do, you cannot change that impression

5 There are some subjects in which I could never do well

6 Some students, such as student leaders and athletes, get free riders in university classes

7 I sometimes feel that there is nothing I can do to improve my situation

8 There are many more important things for me than getting good grades

9 For some courses it is not important to go to class

10 Doing work on time is always important to me

11 What I learn is more determined by university and course requirements than by what I want to learn

12 I am easily distracted

13 I can be easily taken out of studying

14 I cannot accomplish what I need to do because I get depressed

15 Things will probably go wrong for me some time in the near future

16 I keep changing my mind about career goals

17 There has been at least one instance in school where social activity impaired my academic performance

18 I would like to graduate from university, but there are more important things in my life
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