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Introduction & Background to the Western 
Educational Longitundinal Study (WELS) 

The Western Educational Longitudinal Study (WELS) was conceived as a process to obtain 
data more relevant to Western and its mission than survey data had been able to obtain 
previously. Rather than continuing to rely on outside survey forms—many of which were 
pricey and often only partially useful—researchers developed a Western-specific survey 
form. This development process began in the fall, 2001, with researchers meeting with dozens 
of individuals, departments and offices and asking them what their survey data needs were. 
From these conversations general areas of interest (expectations, pre-college experiences, 
college preparedness, etc.) were outlined and specific questions logged. Along the way, 
WELS researchers also noted where data was already being collected so that doubling up on 
survey questions was minimized. 
The first survey form began taking shape in January, 2003. Its development was a process of 
drafting, sharing the draft with all the interested parties, and revising. There were numerous 
iterations, and the final survey form was considered by all participants to be as thorough and 
Western-specific as everyone thought it could be.  
This first WELS survey—the study’s baseline—was administered to Western’s fall, 2003, 
freshman class during Summerstart—Western’s summer freshmen orientation program—in 
August, 2003. Ultimately, about 72% of in-coming freshmen took the survey. The survey 
covered high school experiences and activities (both academic and personal), expectations 
for college, and family and personal background. Subsequent WELS surveys of this same 
entering class (fall, 2003) were administered: 1) in fall, 2003, the end of the cohort’s first 
quarter; 2) in spring, 2004, the end of the cohort’s first year; and 3) in spring, 2005, the end 
of the cohort’s second year at Western. Surveys are planned for the end of the cohort’s third 
and fourth years, and onward as graduates and alumnae. From these surveys numerous 
technical reports and Focus Summaries have been generated. (See Appendix A for a list of 
WELS-related materials published to date.) 

Research Methods for the WELS Survey

of Fall, 2005, In-coming Transfer Students 

Two years following the administration of the first WELS survey to in-coming freshmen, 
the WELS survey of in-coming transfers was administered, the first comprehensive survey 
of transfer students in Western’s history. [Note: in 1995, a small sample of transfer students 
(n=69) were administered the CIRP (or freshmen survey developed by the Higher Education 
Research Program at the University of California, Los Angeles), marking the one previous 
attempt to obtain survey data on in-coming transfers.] 



Yet the WELS survey of in-coming transfers will be more than a once-only event. Rather 
transfers now enter into the same longitudinal scheme as the WELS has for in-coming 
freshmen. The fall, 2005, cohort of in-coming transfers will also be surveyed at the end of 
their first quarter,  their first year, etc. Moreover, the timing of the transfer survey will place, 
conceptually anyway, both survey cohorts—freshmen from fall, 2003, and transfers from fall, 
2005—in the junior class, fall, 2005. 
The survey questions for the transfer student WELS were developed similarly to the previous 
WELS surveys. WELS researchers contacted various departments and individuals at Western 
to discuss information they needed about Western’s transfer students. Additionally, WELS 
researchers conducted a focus group of transfer students in order to obtain insight into the 
transfer student population at Western and identify areas where transfer students differed 
from the rest of the Western population. Some questions were chosen to parallel previous 
WELS surveys. Transfer students were asked questions on a variety of topics including 
previous educational experiences, transfer student orientation, expectations about their 
Western experience, their major and advising, personal background, and future plans.
Data collection for the WELS baseline survey of transfer students occurred over a period 
of four months starting in June and ending in October, 2005. The list of in-coming transfers 
was obtained in June, 2005, and included the entire cohort of 1,019. From June 22 to July 26, 
undergraduates in sociology administered a telephone version of the WELS survey. Of those 
1,019 transfers, 698 completed the survey, 12 completed part of the survey, and 11 refused 
to take the survey. Another 295 either had bad numbers or received the maximum number 
of “attempt to reach” phones calls. Transfers who did not complete the phone survey were 
e-mailed an on-line version. Of those, 120 completed the survey and one completed part of 
the survey. Finally, from September 22 to September 26, in-coming transfers who had yet to 
complete the survey were re-telephoned, with an additional 26 completing the survey. In 
total, 844 in-coming transfers completed the survey and 13 completed part of the survey. Of 
the 173 transfers who did not take the survey, 89 of the original cohort were eliminated from 
the analysis because they were no longer attending Western. Hence, the WELS Survey of in-
coming transfers had a 91% response rate. Given the high response rate, these findings can be 
considered representative of the incoming transfer students. (See Appendix B for the original 
telephone survey form.)
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