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Abstract: This research addressed a research gap in scrutinizing the language problems of English as
a second language (ESL) transfer students (TSs) with regard to the aspects of “transfer deficit” and
“transfer capital”, instead of simply labelling the use of English as a “transfer deficit”. One hundred
and twenty-four TSs participated in this qualitative study. From qualitative content analysis, three
main categories were identified: (a) English competence as transfer capital; (b) English competence as
transfer deficit; and (c) transition from deficit to capital. Based on the results, educational practitioners
are advised to pay attention to the specific implications of proficiency-based courses, with support
measures not limited to essay-writing or referencing skills, but including advanced research writing
genres such as the Capstone Project.

Keywords: transfer capital; transfer deficit; transfer students; associate degree; higher diploma;
academic performance

1. Introduction

Community colleges provide opportunities as “stepping stones” to higher educa-
tion [1] for students to transfer from two-year community college to four-year university
studies. College transfer students (TSs) are those who have completed a two-year post-
secondary qualification and are admitted to a four-year university program [2–5]. Although
this pathway offers students another chance to earn bachelor’s degrees at university, thus
promoting educational equality and democratization in society [6,7], there is a problem-
atic issue of “transfer shock”, which was first described by Hills [8]. Later studies have
described these issues as “transfer capital” [9] or “transfer deficits” [10] in their attempts to
present these issues as long-term assets or burdens to TSs.

This paper focuses on college TSs in Hong Kong, where around 30% of community
college students are eligible to be admitted to the university as vertical TSs (Table 1a,b). For
most college TSs, English is the second language (“ESL”), with Chinese being their first
language. In particular, this paper aims to examine how the English competence of these
TSs can be “transfer capital” or a “transfer deficit”.
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Table 1. (a) No. of community college graduates in Hong Kong; (b) No. of publicly funded under-
graduate programs for vertical TSs in Hong Kong.

(a)

Graduates for
higher diploma

16/17
6986

17/18
6382

18/19
5619

associate degree 8246 8460 8334

TOTAL 15,232 14,842 13,953

(b)

College transfer—intake for 17/18 18/19 19/20
publicly funded places 4900 5000 5100

* Transfer rate 32.17% 33.69% 36.56%
* Transfer Rate: Manually computed with the figures from Table 1a,b. Source: Committee on Self-financing Post-
secondary Education [11,12].

One noteworthy issue is that community college students in Hong Kong follow this
route to university mainly because of their public examination scores and not because of
demographic factors. Students who obtain higher scores in secondary school exit exami-
nations are admitted directly to university, while those with relatively lower scores have
to complete post-secondary qualifications before being admitted as a second chance [6,13].
This distinct background warrants examining the process of college transfer as one of the
common problems faced by these TSs.

1.1. Transfer Shock

There has been a considerable amount of research investigating the transition process
of college TSs, with most of this having been conducted in the United States. One issue to
have emerged from this research is the aforementioned “transfer shock”, first described by
Hills [8]. Transfer shock is characterized by TSs experiencing a drop in their GPAs in the
first semester after entering university. This shock could be due to the fact that they need to
deal with a great number of transition problems. One is being thrown into an environment
of new peers and/or grading mechanisms, which can result in lower grades and other
challenges. However, the concept of “transfer shock” can be interpreted in different ways.
Some authors have suggested that it may in fact be a consequence of the two-year college
studies, such as poor academic preparation [14] and other factors including social isolation
and credit loss [15]. Others have claimed that the problem is generated in the university,
such as relationships with new students [16] and insufficient (or even confusing) support
provided by the university [17]. Due to the brevity of this paper, a more in-depth discussion
of the transfer shock of college TSs is not included here, but can be obtained from the
authors of [3], Wong [6], and Cameron [18].

1.2. Transfer Capital and Transfer Deficit

In general, there are two main approaches to scrutinizing the problems of the transfer
process. Generally, previous research has suggested that “transfer shock” is a temporary
issue during the transfer process, and technically, these issues/shocks can be solved easily
(e.g., providing timely information in TS orientation). As “transfer shock” is regarded as
temporary, other researchers have attempted to understand its prolonged effect on students
during the transfer process. In what follows, we can see how scholars in recent decades
attempted to look at “transfer capital” (“TC”) [9] and “transfer deficit” (“TD”) [10] with
issues that last for longer/have a long-term impact (e.g., skills that have (not) been learned
during sub-degree studies).

“Transfer deficit”, as identified by McCormick, Sarraf, Brcka, Lorenz, and Haywood [9],
refers to the problems facing TSs after they have entered university. This team found that
student–faculty relationships (at university) and the advice available for students are
factors that can affect TD. The term “transfer capital”, as introduced by Laanan, Starobin,
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and Eggleston [10], conceptualizes the knowledge that TSs have developed to facilitate
the transfer process, for example, note-taking skills, problem-solving skills, and time-
management skills. Their study also reported that TSs who have gained these soft skills
through their study in their community colleges “move beyond the transfer shock” with
better college transfer experiences. With the introduction of the “capital” and “deficit”
concept, the discussion of the college transfer process becomes richer, as it allows further
discussion of the factors contributing to the success or failure of the process.

1.3. English Competence

English competence is one of a number of factors that can contribute to “transfer
shock”, but it seems to be one of the most common, especially for ESL students who
have trouble with their academic performances because of their language abilities [19,20].
These troubles can contribute to other negative impacts on the psychological process of the
transition [21]. While there is not a great deal of research about this issue in the university
context, some studies have addressed “transfer deficit” by examining the whole transfer
system. Pullen [22], for example, found that his ESL students took one or two semesters
to prepare themselves for source-based writing in university because of poor foundations
in their secondary education. Thus, their lack of English proficiency was a “deficit” that
led to other learning difficulties. Similarly, Frodesen [23] concluded with a list of needs
(i.e., deficits) for international TSs, from writing some specific assignment genres (e.g.,
summarizing) to the development of writing strategies (e.g., revising) and vocabulary
enhancement. According to Castro and Cortez [24], it is not only the ESL students’ actual
English performances that cause deficits, but also their perceptions of their abilities. For
example, Mexican ESL TSs in their study believed that they just did not have the language
proficiency needed for four-year university courses. Others found that some ESL students
were disadvantaged simply because of poor academic advice and not knowing which
remedial English courses to take [17].

Despite the evidence supporting the role of “deficits”, many studies have not paid
them sufficient attention. Schwehm [25], for example, believed that TSs should be fine as
long as they all complete their needed remedial classes, including English. Little informa-
tion has been given about the kinds of remediation needed. Moreover, few studies have
discussed English ability as a TC. For example, Robison, Fawley, and Marshall [17] identi-
fied TSs’ abilities to look for sources as an example of “transfer capital”. However, they had
another view defining this “capital” under the scope of library skills, instead of academic
literacy in general. Other than this, not many studies have identified language-related
“transfer capital” thoroughly, and appear to have undermined the value of English courses
offered in colleges.

Due to the lack of a comprehensive account of both TD and TC, the following research
questions were posed:

1. To what extent is English competence a TD for ESL college TSs?
2. Can English competence and other language-related factors be TCs for ESL col-

lege TSs?

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Design

In this study, focus group interviews were used for the data collection [26]. The
advantage of the focus group is its interactive nature, which encourages the participants to
manifest their thoughts as a certain subject discussion unfolds [27]. The purpose was to
invite the participants to participate in a debate rather than to look for reaching a consensus
among them [28]. This procedure can be used to obtain a comprehensive and thorough
understanding of the content [29].
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2.2. Participants

In this qualitative research, purposive sampling was adopted to recruit college TSs in
Hong Kong. Four selection criteria were used to select college TSs who:

i. Had graduated from a two-year community college program and were studying in
bachelor programs in various fields of study;

ii. Had been studying in the program for at least one semester;
iii. Were of Chinese ethnicity; and
iv. Used English as a second language (ESL; that is their mother tongue was Chi-

nese and they used Chinese in their daily lives but used English mainly in aca-
demic contexts).

The invitation was issued by emails sent to all of the current college TSs studying either
year-one, -two, or -three bachelor programs. (There was only one health-related program
with three years of study.) Through email correspondence, the students who agreed to
participate were invited to participate in the focus group at the designated research site.

2.3. Data Collection

The aim of the focus group interviews was to collect a range of experiences and per-
spectives [30]. The group sessions were semi-structured and moderated by an interviewer
in an informal setting [31].

From February 2018 to March 2019, 39 focus groups and 7 individual interviews were
conducted. A total of 124 current college TSs were invited to participate in the study.
Of these, 40 were male and 84 were female, coming from all years of study (i.e., from
year 1 to 3). They also came from various academic disciplines: medicine, dentistry, and
health sciences (MDHS); business and management (BM); services (SV); engineering and
technology (ET); languages and related studies (LRS); social sciences (SS); arts, design and
performing arts (ADPA); and computer science and information technology (CSIT) [26].
Depending on their availability, each group consisted of 1 to 5 participants. The duration
of the interviews was approximately 30 to 45 min. Each student was interviewed once
by an interviewer with expertise in qualitative studies, as shown in the interview guide
(Table 2). The interviewer was assisted by a research assistant, whose role was to record the
interviews. The medium of language for all interviews was Cantonese, the participants’
first language [26].

Table 2. Interview guide.

General Broad Opening Question

1. Can you tell me about your experiences in using English, until now,
in the university?

Probing Questions

1. When considering your English proficiency as a whole, which aspects are you
good at? Which aspects of English usage are you weak at?

2. Which areas of English usage do you think you need help with?

3. Have you experienced any problems in learning or using English?

4. Have you experienced any problems with studying (interviewee’s discipline)
that were related to English?

The interview approach was funnel-based [30]. The interviews commenced with, “We
have some questions about English use. First of all, in general, please describe your English
learning experience in the university so far”. The broad, yet accurate, questions encouraged
the participants to express their individuality. The moderator’s role [32] was to facilitate
the interactions and provide “a non-threatening supportive climate” for the participants to
discuss important questions [33]. Therefore, it was highly important for the interviewer
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and research assistant to have debriefing sessions after each focus group interview in order
to manage the key themes and hunches that had been noted.

2.4. Data Analysis

The collected data were subjected to qualitative content analysis [14]. First, the
recorded interviews were transcribed by the research assistant, and then the transcript
was transferred to NVivo Pro 120 for easy analysis. The qualitative content analysis then
began with five steps: (1) reading/re-reading the transcriptions for better immersion in the
data; (2) identifying meaning units related to students’ transfer shock, capital, and deficit;
(3) labelling these meaning units with codes, e.g., transfer shock, capital, and deficit; (4)
identifying/grouping these groups into subcategories; and (5) identifying three categories:
transfer capital, transfer deficit, and in-between capital and deficit.

To ensure the quality of data analysis, the coding for the four interviews was done
by the interviewer and the research assistant separately. The inter-coder reliability was
checked and discrepancies were discussed and resolved. They also discussed the coding
and categories before presenting the results to the entire research team.

2.5. Ethical Considerations

This research was approved by the research committee of the researchers’ university
and institutional ethical clearance was obtained (HSEARS20170808003).

3. Results

The aim of this study was to explore the role of ESL TSs’ English competence (and
other language-related factors) in TC and TD. The results section is divided into three parts:
“English competence as transfer capital”, “English competence as transfer deficit”, and
“Transition from deficit to capital” (Table 3).

Table 3. Summary of categories and subcategories.

Categories Subcategories

English competence as TC (i) Basic academic skills as TC
(ii) General academic writing skills as TC

English competence as TD

(i) Listening and speaking skills in non-academic
context as TD

(ii) Reading and writing in advanced research writing
genres as TD

Transition from deficit to capital

(i) Realization of academic needs
(ii) Realization of interactional needs for

communication after class
(iii) Realization of needs via peer competition

3.1. English Competence as TC
3.1.1. Basic Academic Skills as TC

The college TSs perceived that their community college studies had prepared their
English proficiency generally enough for them to attend classes, handle assignments, and
adapt to university studies.

“For attending classes or taking notes, and all the lecturers are giving their lectures
in English.” (33A, SS, YR1)

“I cannot say I am good at English, but sufficient for me to handle assignments
and to attend classes. Even if I do not know how to spell a word, I still have a
sense of what it looks like, or I can relate the word to the topic it belongs to. It is
okay for me to search for its meanings afterward.” (08B, MDHS, YR1)

“I think my English is sufficient for me to handle assignments.” (05B, MDHS, YR1)
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3.1.2. General Academic Writing Skills as TC

General academic writing skills were also identified, i.e., academic writing practices
that apply to any discipline. These were mainly the organizational skills for written com-
munication, going from macro structures of academic papers (e.g., introduction and conclu-
sion), strategies for paragraph development (e.g., topic sentence or paragraph coherence),
and incorporation of sources to academic writing styles.

“It (English learnt in community college courses) is useful for organizational
structure when writing statements and papers: what should be included in the
introduction, main content, and conclusion, how to write the first sentence which
is the topic sentence, and how to further elaborate.” (16D, LRS, YR2)

“Academic writing is useful . . . (they) taught me how to cite references, how to
paraphrase.” (32B, ATP, YR2)

3.1.3. Advancement of English Proficiency as TC

Some students also described how the disciplinary words learned in community
college helped them in their university studies. This included knowing discipline-specific
vocabulary useful for their current academic studies and strategies for acquiring vocabulary.

“I graduated from a vocational training institution. The English I learnt was
job-related . . . that is English for the workplace” (06B, CSIT, YR1)

“Prefix and suffix . . . Nursing students need to learn a lot of medical terms. Even
if I do not understand the whole word, I can guess the meaning by the suffix of
the word.” (13B, MDHS, YR1)

These general academic skills, general academic writing skills, and strategies were
built and developed in community college studies, and the students found them to be
useful in their university studies.

3.2. English Competence as TD

Due to the lack of exposure to multicultural English learning environments, the
students had experienced deficits in listening and speaking skills, particularly in non-
academic contexts. They had also experienced challenges with reading and advanced
research writing genres.

3.2.1. Listening and Speaking Skills in Non-Academic Context as TD

The college TSs reported difficulties in understanding certain accents and feeling
uncomfortable to talk with international students from other countries. This might be
attributed to their lack of exposure to multicultural environments, as their English learning
was confined to the school environment.

“I think my weakness is listening when people speak with accents or so fast that
I cannot catch what they are saying . . . When I try to listen to what others say, I
just cannot understand.” (33C, SS, YR2)

“When I am communicating with others who have accents, I cannot understand
what they are talking about.” (27B, BM, YR2)

“I graduated from a Chinese-medium secondary school. Most of the time, I do
not speak or even use English. I can only learn English through reading and
writing. Objectively speaking, my English speaking and listening are worse than
other students who graduated from English-medium secondary schools.” (09,
MDHS, YR1)

The students indicated that they faced the dilemma of finding the right words to
express themselves, or that they avoided expressing themselves at all. This generally did
not affect their understanding of lectures or communication during tutorials. Yet, some
were of the view that this could be a problem when teachers speak quickly.
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“Speaking in English... I am not confident to speak English, or I dare not speak in
a sentence because I am not sure I am speaking in a correct way.” (11A, ET, YR2)

“I think speaking in English is the most difficult part. This is because I do not
know how to express myself in English. In some cases, the worst scenario is that
even if I really want to say something, I just cannot say it . . . or another scenario
is that I am afraid to speak in English because I am simply scared. On the one
hand, I cannot speak fluently, and on the other hand, I am afraid I am speaking
with an unpleasant accent.” (33B, SS, YR2)

“Sometimes when the teacher speaks a bit faster, I cannot comprehend immedi-
ately. I have to think about what the teacher said in Chinese first, because I have
got used to taking notes in Chinese. If the teacher is using English as the teaching
medium, I need some time to think about what the teacher said. However, when
I finally get what the teacher said, he or she has already moved on, and I feel like
I have missed something.” (07D, MDHS, YR2)

Further, when the students studied with international students, they felt terrible when
they realized that they could not be understood by the international students.

“I joined a study group with students from other countries, such as Switzerland
and Australia. There was a tutorial for us to exchange views on the nursing
practices in different countries. This was done in English. When I tried to speak
English, I had a lot of fillers in my sentences. I felt terrible, especially when no
one could understand what I was talking about.” (01A, MDHS, YR2)

Whenever it was possible to use Chinese for communication, the students tended to
do so. Even in situations where their teachers asked questions in English, the students
might still respond in Chinese.

“I think an English learning environment is very important. This is because most
of our classmates are speaking Cantonese as their first language . . . When the
teachers ask us questions in English, we will choose to use Chinese to respond.”
(19E, MDHS, YR3)

3.2.2. Reading and Writing in Advanced Research Writing Genres as TD

The students said that they faced challenges in reading research papers because of
unfamiliar vocabulary and structure.

“I think it is difficult to understand the phrases and vocabulary when reading
articles in English. These are the words you cannot comprehend by just check-
ing the dictionary. The whole structure and sentence structure are difficult to
understand.” (04B, MDHS, YR2)

The students also reported that they had not acquired the skills of reading literature
efficiently and systematically for the journal articles they sought to understand.

“Research skills are also important to us, because we have to read a lot of medical
journals.” “We do not know the reading skills for reading research journal arti-
cles. Without understanding these types of articles, it is difficult to study.” (13B,
MDHS, YR1)

“I think the literature review is important. It may be because we are required to
read a lot of literature, for writing papers, but we read it slowly or we cannot
understand it. This is the aspect we need to improve, our reading efficiency.”
(33C, SS, YR2)

In addition, the students faced a challenge when writing academic papers with the
“micro” writing process, i.e., presenting ideas in sentences in English. Their proficiency also
concerned them, i.e., accuracy, grammar, and variety in sentence structure and vocabulary.
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“I would say (my major challenges would be) writing academic papers like how
to write the papers better. Basically, every course requires us to write a term paper.
I feel like dying when I am asked to write academic papers. This is because, at
some point, we know how to express ideas in Chinese but not in English. In some
cases, we might just write too much, to the extent that others do not understand.
Or, in some other cases, I will just keep it short, to include only the keywords, as
I cannot think of a way to further elaborate it. I think the crux of the problem is
that even if we can think of how well we can write about certain ideas, we just
cannot present these ideas in English.” (33B, SS, YR2, female)

“When writing, sometimes I do not know how to express my ideas in English.”
(14A, MDHS, YR1)

“It is relatively difficult for me to use English to express my ideas. Even if my
concept is correct it is sad that it becomes a different concept because of my way
of presenting it in English.” (25A, BM, YR2)

“Grammar I think. Sometimes, I know I make many grammar mistakes, but I
cannot rectify them.” (33A, SS, YR1)

3.3. Transition from Deficit to Capital

English competence is a portmanteau concept acting as a bridge from deficit to capital.
In the previous parts of this paper, we discussed that college TSs have identified aspects
of English competence as their TD, and described aspects of English competence as TC.
This section describes a generic TC, students’ eagerness, and helping to transform some
English-related TD to TC.

3.3.1. Realization of Academic Needs

Due to students’ academic experiences in their community-college programs, they see
the need to improve their English for better academic performance. While their academic
experience itself is not English-related, it helps them see the need to do better, including
the need to write better in English and to communicate with other students during class.

“The standard of requirements in writing (in degree studies) is much higher
than in the community college. Apart from writing with excellence, we are also
required to be attentive to details. Therefore, the motivation for you to write in
better English is now an academic need.” (16B, LRS, YR2)

“The (learning) environment is now in English, with assignments in English.
When studying in the Higher Diploma, even though the materials were in En-
glish, we were using Chinese to express ourselves most of the time. Sometime
during the lecture, we were using Chinese to express ourselves. Now that the
environment has become English, this basically makes me self-motivated to learn
it.” (06B, CSIT, YR1)

“I have learnt a lot of different things since I was admitted to the university,
including meeting exchange students. I could not adapt to this at first because I
graduated from a Chinese-medium secondary school. All of a sudden, we needed
some time to adapt to the classes all being in English. I have then started to learn
English, and even to apply for some extra English courses for improvement.”
(40B, ADPA, YR1)

3.3.2. Realization of Interactional Needs for Communication after Class

The students also know that they are given more opportunities to interact with non-
local students and teachers now, in university, than in their community college studies.
English has now become a common language for Chinese and non-Chinese.

“Since there are more overseas students at the university, I will need to use
English more frequently communication in English.” (10A, S, YR1)
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“In my course, there are more students coming from different places, such as
Russia, Kazakhstan, Taiwan, and Mainland China. In this circumstance, you will
discover the motivation to learn English.” (06C, CSIT, YR1)

“I have changed my motivation after getting into university . . . I went to an
international summer school during my Year 2 studies. The students came from
26 countries and they were all foreigners. I had a goal to perform better and I
volunteered to be a helper to take care of these exchange students . . . They gave
me lots of opportunities to practise in English, or I would say the environment is
international. In every course I studied, I met different exchange students, and I
could also meet lots of exchange students in the hostel.” (20B, ADPA, YR2)

3.3.3. Realization of Needs via Peer Competition

Some college TSs said they might compare themselves with students who were ad-
mitted directly to university. Due to their academic experiences, they knew that they
were not as good as others and this became a motivation for them to improve their En-
glish proficiency.

“And most likely it is necessary to learn English. Otherwise, my English profi-
ciency in aspects such as reading, writing, and communication is far below the
standard when compared with other students.” (10A, S, YR1)

“Also, the main-stream students’ English is highly proficient, and this is my
motivation to improve.” (04B, SN, YR2, female)

“When I was admitted to the university, I found people around me had higher
levels of English proficiency . . . I feel competitive and I have started to make
more effort to learn English.” (25A, BM, YR4, female)

4. Discussion

This study is probably the first of its kind to unpack the idea of English competence as
TC and TD for ESL TSs in an Asian higher education context. According to our qualitative
results, the students regarded their English proficiency, developed in their community
colleges, to consist of basic academic skills and general academic writing skills, which are
TC. On the other hand, listening and speaking in non-academic contexts, and reading and
writing skills in advanced research writing are considered as TD. The results also showed
that, with the realization of academic needs, interactional needs for communication after
class, and needs via peer competition, the students were motivated by their community
college experiences to improve their English and their experience of doing so helped to
transit their English problems from deficit to capital.

4.1. Transfer Capital
4.1.1. Basic Academic Skills Strategies

The results demonstrated that community colleges have prepared students’ English
proficiency, enabling them to attend classes and to handle assignments as basic academic
skills strategies. Past studies have reported that ESL students “lack effective academic
skills”, such as handling assignments and taking notes in classes (p.67) [34]. This perception
might have changed with the perfection of the curriculum. This research recognizes the
importance of community college nowadays to have laid a solid foundation for students to
adapt university studies for further academic strategies to be developed as TC.

4.1.2. General Academic Writing Strategies

Most students in our study reported general academic writing strategies they had
learned as TC. The strategies learned included general academic writing strategies, such
as developing a paper in accordance with the macro structure of academic discourse (e.g.,
general organizational patterns of a paper and what moves are included in an introduction),
incorporating sources to strengthen arguments, and writing with the register of academic
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communication. These writing strategies are important to university studies and it has
been shown that tertiary students can learn them effectively [35]. More importantly, these
skills can be developed for students at different levels of English proficiency. A student
with a relatively weaker English foundation can do citations properly and avoid academic
style issues, just as those with higher levels of proficiency can do. This echoes Pullen’s [22]
suggestion that TSs can benefit from source-based writing training, even if transfer shock is
not the main focus. Despite their problems with language use, the strategies the students
had developed can cater to general university needs and their academic writing needs, at
least to a certain extent.

The importance of recognizing general academic writing skills as TC is about not only
appreciating their ability but also being specific with their English needs. Some past studies
did not recognize these aspects of English competence as TC, and simply recommended
that students take more English courses [25].

4.2. Transfer Deficits
4.2.1. Listening and Speaking

ESL TSs may have experienced difficulties with listening and speaking in non-academic
contexts. The English admission requirement for community colleges (Level 2 in university
entrance examination) is lower than for degree programs (Level 3 in university entrance
examination) [36]. In reality, some authors [37] conducted a comparative study of under-
graduate TSs in Hong Kong. It was estimated that 34.0% of TSs obtained Level 2, 46.3%
obtained Level 3, and 16.3% obtained Level 4. However, the authors of [38] reported that
66.4% of all undergraduates (across three cohorts) had attained Level 4 and 33.6% had
Level 3, in a comparable research site. With a comparable research site across these studies
and the current study, it is possible to claim that the majority of TSs have lower public
exam results with a relatively weaker language foundation.

When they enter community college programs, students may not be confident enough
about their English skills and it is possible that some of their teachers will use Chinese,
their mother tongue, to teach. It is not uncommon in the Hong Kong tertiary education
context that, even when the formal medium of instruction is English, some teachers may
not observe this policy due to the students’ lack of language proficiency [39]. With most
of their instruction being related to their discipline subjects, TSs might only take one or
two English courses each semester to enhance their EAP skills (which may be similar to
their counterparts, with better proficiency, who entered undergraduate programs). Most
of these EAP skills are those described above as TC, and there may not be sufficient focus
on language proficiency. Flowerdew and Peacock [40] suggested that it is difficult to teach
all skills needed for tertiary study when only limited EAP courses are provided. Given
that they might only experience limited English usage in their learning environments, it is
not surprising that students may find it difficult to communicate outside the classroom in
non-academic contexts (which is only a matter of language proficiency, not EAP skills), and
another compounding factor could be the variations of accents they experience. Therefore,
it is possible that general language proficiency seems to be a TD, as the college TSs in
this study said they were admitted to university with weak language proficiency and
insufficient proficiency-based training from their sub-degree studies.

4.2.2. Reading and Writing Skills

A further challenge for the ESL TSs interviewed in this study was the need for reading
and writing skills appropriate for advanced research writing genres. This, in fact, echoes
Geide-Stevenson’s [41] report that international—although non-transfer—students’ weaker
language foundations had negative impacts on their capstone projects, even despite the
success of their initial ESL programs. While ESL TSs seem to have weaker language
foundations, which can explain their reading skills as a TD, their weaker foundation
prevents them from writing advanced genres that demand high grammar accuracy, and the
use of a wide range of vocabulary. Therefore, it is no surprise for writing skills to be TD.
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It is possible that TSs may not be required to read many academic texts extensively
during their community college studies. Students completing their community college
coursework may only be required to complete designated course readings when preparing
for classes. Schnee [42] reported that 70% of faculty-assigned readings are from textbooks
and this is the most popular type of reading, followed by PowerPoint slides. Schnee [42]
also revealed that more than half of faculty members assigned reading-based essays to
assess whether their students completed the assigned readings. According to a report from
the National Center on Education and the Economy (NCEE) in 2013 [43], most of these
assignments were just simple “information retrieval”. Under such circumstances, students
may not find reading textbooks (as compared with authentic journal articles/book chapters)
too challenging when they encounter them in their degree programs. With insufficient
strategies and limited practice in reading journals and writing with research-based practice,
college TSs experience problems in reading and writing evidence-based research papers
as TD.

4.3. Transforming Deficits to Capitals

It is pleasing to note that, due to their community college experiences, the students
found the need to improve their English for various reasons. As discussed in the Results
section, they could see the gap between university and community college education,
and realize their own TDs: they had not received sufficient proficiency-based training
for academic, professional, and interactional purposes and they also had the problem of
having used Chinese as their medium of instruction prior to entering university, so they
could understand why it is difficult to adjust to the EMI university education. In practice,
they knew from their sub-degree experience that it was important to have good English
skills, but it was only when they entered university that they saw the need for these skills
and became motivated to improve. Such motivation transforms certain English-related TD
to TC.

As mentioned earlier, TSs may not have sufficient opportunities to read academic
journals and write research papers in their sub-degree programs. When they transfer to
university, their assignments are more “research or professionally oriented” [44]. These
usually require more research and reading skills. Facing these “advanced” problems
together with the goal to remain competitive with the degree students motivated them to
improve their English. As a result, this can be considered as a transformation from deficits
to capital.

4.4. Limitations

Some respondents may have felt uncomfortable to discuss their academic perfor-
mances with the presence of other students, since this is relatively personal. However,
since the focus of our research was on their English learning, the relevance and accuracy
of our findings should not have been affected. Another possible limitation is that seven
of the interviews were conducted individually. This might have caused the exchange of
ideas to be less interactive and dynamic. Nevertheless, these individual interviews were
justified by the nature of the research and interview questions, and in fact around 94% of
the respondents participated in focus group interviews. The use of qualitative methods
may have been another limitation. The researchers adopted an interpretivist view in this
study and were interested in the multiple realities faced by TSs. However, if the researchers
had adopted a post-positivist view, there would be a need to conduct questionnaires in the
future to gauge a general view of students’ transfer capital and deficits.

5. Conclusions and Implications

This study has provided specific details about English competence as TD (or potential
capital) during the transfer process, instead of naming it as a problem, as was the case in
previous studies. In particular, this research identified a range of approaches, such as basic
academic strategies and general academic writing strategies, as TC for TSs. Listening and
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speaking in non-academic contexts, and reading and writing in evidence-based research
papers were identified as TD. Students’ eagerness and motivation to improve their English
skills can potentially be transformed from TD to TC. Whether a factor is categorized as a
TD or TC can be explained on the basis of the current teaching and learning practices in the
community-college programs and how they shape students’ language-learning journeys.
Further, considering both TC and TD reminds educators not only to address the TD faced
by TSs, but also to acknowledge their TC when designing support measures. Educators are
well advised to pay attention to the following specific implications:

1. TSs should take additional proficiency-based courses, on top of EAP courses. These
proficiency-based courses should help students to develop basic English abilities, such
as listening, writing, speaking, and reading.

2. To maintain TSs’ interest, support measures, other than those that are necessar-
ily proficiency-based, should no longer focus on general academic writing skills
(e.g., essay-writing skills, or referencing skills) but instead on advanced research
writing genres, such as skills for writing a capstone project and strategies for reading
academic articles.

3. Support with advanced research writing genres such as capstone projects should
be provided for students who are new to a discipline. This should build onto their
existing vocabulary acquisition skills and introduce them to some common discipline-
specific vocabulary so that they can enhance their skills to read research articles.

When designing support measures, educators should be aware of students’ transfer
capital and deficits, as described above. In arriving at this conclusion, it is essential that
support measures are aimed at turning deficit into capital. Future studies should evaluate
the effectiveness of such support measures to provide evidence-based practices.
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