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Introduction 

 

SBCTC staff in support of the work of the Student Achievement Advisory Committee and 

System Task Force for Student Achievement Incentives conducted transcript based 

analysis of student persistence and success in the Washington community and technical 

college system.  This paper summarizes three theoretical persistence/success constructs 

reviewed in preparation for that analysis.  These three perspectives are attempts to explain 

the relationship between persistence/success and variables describing students or their 

behaviors or college actions. 

 

This summary is focused on theories tested through national, meta-analysis or other large 

scale empirical research designed to examine the relationships predicted in each 

framework.  This literature represents research on community and technical college 

students, however, most of the literature is focused on only a portion of all students.  Some 

studies examined students who started college in their late 20s or later in life, but most of 

the literature examined persistence/success for students who began at a two-year college 

within a decade of high school graduation.  Some of the research focused on adult basic 

education or ESL students regardless of age.   

 

In this literature, persistence is typically defined in terms of students moving to the next 

level in their studies – such as moving through the levels in basic skills – or staying at 

college from term to term or year to year.  Success is generally defined as completing 

certificates or degrees.  Success in the student engagement research is also sometimes 

based on student reported learning gains or earning a high GPA.  

 

Theoretical Perspectives on Persistence and Success 

 

 Academic momentum – as students gain academic skills and knowledge needed 

to succeed in their studies, they gain momentum that propels them forward 

toward persistence/success.  Behavioral measures identifiable in the transcript 

record (such as completing 30 college-level quarter credits) are connected to 

persistence/success.  

 Student engagement – the connection between academic and social 

involvement/integration and student persistence/success.  A controversy in this 

literature relates to whether the responsibility for integration lies with the student 

or the institution.  

 Student entry characteristics – background characteristics such as first 

generation student or the need for remediation related to persistence/success. 
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A separate body of literature examines the effectiveness of the persistence/success 

strategies and practices that colleges employ.  This ―best practices‖ literature is reviewed 

elsewhere.  Two key sources of ―best practices‖ research are:  

 Reviews, case studies and action frameworks developed by Noel-Levitz 

(https://www.noellevitz.com/Papers+and+Research/Papers/Papers.htm ). 

 Paths to Persistence: An Analysis of Research on Program Effectiveness at 

Community Colleges by Thomas R. Bailey and Mariana Alfonso, Community 

College Research Center, Teachers College, Columbia University Volume 6, 

Number 1, January 2005. 

http://www.luminafoundation.org/publications/PathstoPersistence.pdf  

 

Is there a reason for concern regarding student achievement?  National studies of basic 

skills students have found that half drop out before the term ends (in less than 10 weeks) 

(Alamprese, 2005).  In Washington and nationwide about 75 percent of high school 

graduates enroll in college within three years of graduation.  Despite this high college-

going rate, the rate at which students complete enough college to earn a certificate or 

degree is low.  A recent national analysis of the high school class of 1992 (Adelman, 2004) 

found that by 8.5 years after high school: 

 4 out of 10 students who attended college did not complete a certificate, associate 

degree or higher; 

 1 out of 8 who had attended some college quit before or at the time they earned 15 

quarter credits.   

 

 

Academic Momentum – Looking at the College Transcript 

 

Behaviors of students during high school and college are regarded as building, maintaining 

or losing ―academic momentum‖ – the academic skills and knowledge needed to propel 

further achievement in studies.  This perspective stems from decades of looking at 

observable (in the transcript) academic student behavior in terms of the courses taken, their 

intensity of enrollment (how many credits earned within a specified time frame) and 

continuity of enrollment from year-to-year.  The chief data source is the student transcripts 

as collected for several large national longitudinal databases.  The transcripts include those 

from students attending community and technical colleges, including those who delayed 

college going until their mid 20s. Cliff Adelman, veteran researcher formerly of the U.S. 

Department of Education, developed the academic momentum perspective based on the 

Department of Education staff review of the national databases. 

 

Students who gain academic momentum have a higher likelihood of remaining in college 

or achieving a degree or certificate generally irrespective of background characteristics, 

and without regard to issues of social or academic integration. Strongly associated with 

persistence/success are increased credits completed, higher grades earned in the first year, 

and fewer withdrawn or repeated courses throughout enrollment – all transcript-based 

information.  Among the chief findings are (Adelman, 1999, 2003, 2006):   

 The academic momentum students bring forward from high school has a greater 

influence on degree completion than any other pre-collegiate or demographic factor.  

Additionally, momentum goes back even further than high school.  If students do not 

https://www.noellevitz.com/Papers+and+Research/Papers/Papers.htm
http://www.luminafoundation.org/publications/PathstoPersistence.pdf
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attain grade level proficiencies—particularly in math and reading—by the eighth grade, 

they are much less likely to acquire the needed skills in high school.  

 Earning credits in college-level math in the first two years of college builds 

momentum. 

 Failing to earn 30 quarter credits in each year of college leads to a loss of momentum.   

 Having 12 quarter credits through a dual enrollment program (RS for example), 

which the research counts as before starting college, builds momentum. 

 Students entering college right after high school rather than delaying enrollment 

more than a year, build momentum. 

 Being continuously enrolled (that is not stopping out more than total of 2 quarters, 

exclusive of summer) builds momentum. 

 A rising trend in grades builds momentum. 

 Withdrawing or repeating 20 percent of courses loses momentum (cuts degree 

chances in half). 

 

Note that these findings predominately relate to student behaviors in the first year of 

college.  Analysis to date indicates that academic momentum gained in about the first year 

of college explains the bulk of the differences in student persistence and success (Adelman, 

2006; Chen, 2005).  When researchers first consider these behavioral measures, 

background characteristics such as race, ethnicity, and first generation college-going 

typically are found to account for little or none of the differences in student 

persistence/success. 

 

Implications for Action:  The empirical testing of this construct has been limited to 

students at the pre-college (remedial) and college-level only, and also limited to those who 

start college within a decade of last attending high school.  For those students, the research 

suggests that colleges focus on increasing academic momentum building behaviors among 

students.  The research also suggests that colleges should inform students about successful 

academic behaviors (getting through those ―momentum points‖).  Colleges and systems 

should create institutional structures that reinforce academic behaviors that build academic 

momentum, and structures that preclude the behaviors that result in loss of momentum.  

 

 

Student Engagement Literature 

 

A large body of theory and research underlies the conclusion that there is a positive 

relationship between student engagement and student learning and persistence (Astin, 

1985; Pace, 1984; Tinto, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  This perspective generally 

defines success as self-reported student learning or broadening of perspectives.  Key 

concepts are: 

 Student learning (success) is a function of a student’s level of academic and social 

involvement with the institutional environment;  

 Institutions can influence the quality of effort students put into their involvement and 

thus their potential for success;  

 The extent to which students share values and norms of other individuals in the 

institution impacts persistence in college.  
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Extensive research ties student engagement to student success when defined as self-

reported student learning, higher GPAs or completion of degrees or certificates.  While 

much of the empirical student engagement research has been conducted in baccalaureate 

institutions, a recent large scale study found that broad measures of student engagement are 

predictive of persistence and success at community and technical colleges (McClenney and 

Marti, 2006).  The study found that that the Community College Survey of Student 

Engagement (CCSSE) benchmarks (see Appendix D in McClenney and Marti for 

definitions) ―Active and Collaborative Learning‖, ―Student Effort‖ and ―Support for 

Learning‖ were the most consistent predictors of first to second term and first to second 

year persistence.  In regard to student success (self-reported learning gains) the CCSSE 

benchmarks ―Active and Collaborative Learning‖, and ―Academic Challenge‖ were most 

predictive.  GPA was found to be consistently related to higher levels of engagement in 

―Academic and Collaborative Learning‖, ―Student Effort‖ and ―Academic Challenge.‖  

Other academic gains were similarly related to the benchmarks that focus directly on 

coursework.   

 

Given the ubiquity of the connection between ―Academic and Collaborative Learning‖ to 

persistence/success it is helpful to look more closely at this construct.  The Active and 

Collaborative Learning benchmark is composed of seven survey items each measured on a 

four item response scale (Never, Sometimes, Often, Very Often): 

 Asked questions in class or contributed to class discussions; 

 Made a class presentation; 

 Worked with other students on projects during class; 

 Worked with classmates outside of class to prepare class assignments; 

 Tutored or taught other students (paid or voluntary); 

 Participated in a community-based project as a part of a regular course; 

 Discussed ideas from readings or classes with others outside of class (students, family 

members, co-workers, etc.). 

 

The research in adult basic education also included this student engagement perspective, 

especially the active and collaborative learning perspective which has been found to 

improve student persistence and skill gain in basic skills programs or ESL programs. 

 

Individual Responsibility as Opposed to Institutional Responsibility:  One of the conflicts 

among those who examine issues of student engagement relates to whether more of the 

responsibility for student/institution integration or fit should fall to the institution than to 

the student (Rendon, Jalomo, and Nora, 2000).  Recent studies have found greater success 

for students at some for profit institutions known for streamlining the process for the 

student as consumers (Deil-Amen and Rosenbaum, 2003), than at public community 

colleges.  This analysis calls into question whether it’s the student who needs to be 

integrated into college, or the institution that needs transformation to fit today’s student.   

 

Call for institutional transformation:  Readon (2006) argues that understanding ―success 

for underserved students requires a deepened consciousness of educational and social 

inequalities‖ and specifically the assumption that some students do not ―fit‖ the college 

environment.  Rather, she calls on colleges to ―be engaged in transforming their academic 
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and social structures to foster success not only for the privileged students whose 

characteristics closely match what postsecondary institutions have traditionally offered and 

are used to offering.  Rather, the challenge is to do things quite differently in the face of a 

student population that defies homogeneity and seeks to realize an education that values 

them as capable knowers and views them as whole human beings.‖   

 

Connecting this challenge to persistence research, Readon calls for new theoretical models 

that challenge the engagement literature:  theories of institutional transformation, 

underserved student adaptation to college, educating the whole person, and pedagogical 

theory for underserved student populations.   

 

How students learn impacts persistence: Pedagogical theory unique to students with 

different educational backgrounds is also prevalent in the literature on basic skills student 

persistence.  Specifically the National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy 

(NCSALL) Adult Development Study 

http://www.ncsall.net/fileadmin/resources/research/brief19.pdf found that  

a. Adult students have their own ―ways of knowing‖ which are not dependent on previous 

education, but shape their choices, preferences, and program learning experiences. 

b. Tight-knit, reliable, common-purpose groups formed by students provide adult students 

emotional and psychological support while challenging and broadening their 

perspectives. 
 

Implications for Actions:  The findings suggest the importance of changing the way 

colleges engage students in their learning in and out of the classroom, and increasing the 

student’s responsibility for learning.  Research focused on the institution’s fit to students 

leads colleges to consider transforming themselves to be better suited to the diversity of 

students, especially under-represented students. 

 

 

Student Entry Characteristics 

 

Student entry characteristics, and in particular characteristics that are at variance from the 

norm for traditional college students (generally framed as deficits), have been found to 

explain student persistence patterns (Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon, 2004).  When 

conducted with community and technical college students, the large scale research 

typically tracks quite recent high school graduates in college.  Consequently the student 

entry characteristics perspectives provides little or no help for understanding 

persistence/success for basic skills students or for others entering college later in life. 

 

Risk Factors:  In the past decade the concept of students along a continuum of traditional 

to non-traditional characteristics has been developed (Horn, 1999).  Students are placed on 

the continuum based on the number of the following characteristics that apply: 

 Being academically under-prepared for college-level work; 

 Not entering college directly after high school; 

 Attending college part-time; 

 Being a single parent; 

http://www.ncsall.net/fileadmin/resources/research/brief19.pdf


 6 

 Being financially independent (i.e., students who rely on their own income or savings 

and whose parents are not sources of income for meeting college costs); 

 Caring for children at home; 

 Working more than 30 hours per week; and 

 Being a first-generation college student. 

 

Based on national database results, those students with two or more of these characteristics 

are regarded as being ―at risk‖ because they have lower levels of persistence/success than 

those with one or fewer characteristics.  Students with more non-traditional characteristics 

are less likely than traditional students to persist or graduate (see web summary of the 

NCES research on Persistence and Attainment of Nontraditional Students at 

http://nces.ed.gov/pubs/web/97578g.asp).  The research also confirms that more 

community and technical college students share two or more of these characteristics than is 

the case among students at four-year institutions.   

 

A recent review of the literature (Kuh, et al., 2006) found that in the first weeks and 

months of college, students struggle academically if they enter college with numerous at-

risk characteristics, specifically:  under-prepared and first-generation students, and ethnic 

minorities at predominantly white institutions, particularly those from lower income levels. 

 

When other related variables are not in the analysis, first generation college students are 

less likely than their peers to persist and less likely to earn a bachelors degree (Warburton, 

Bugarin, and Nuñez, 2001).  Other student characteristics that have been identified as 

impacting persistence, especially persistence while at community and technical colleges, 

are socioeconomic status, prior education (especially high school grade point) and 

scores on college placement test (Lotkowski, Robbins, and Noeth, 2004).   

 

Being academically under-prepared for college-level work is one of the commonly 

identified risk factors in the research literature.  Yet recent rigorous studies of remedial 

education found that taking such course work does not have a causal negative impact on 

progress to the degree (Attewell et al., 2006; Bettinger & Long, 2005).   

 

The ability of students to pay for college is another student characteristic linked to 

persistence and success.  The econometrics of persistence research indicates that finance-

related choices had direct and indirect influences on college persistence and that market-

based monetary measures of financial aid, tuition, housing costs, and other living costs had 

substantial direct effects on persistence (St. John, Paulsen, 1996).   

Recent studies that have combined student entry characteristics (first generation, socio- 

economic status, financial aid status, and need for remediation) with the academic 

momentum variables find that entry characteristics account for only modest levels of 

student persistence/success.   When the academic momentum behaviors are considered, the 

characteristic that continues to have some modest connection to persistence is getting 

financial aid.  Likewise, socioeconomic status and first generation college status continue 

to have a modest connection to success, but only to success when measured by bachelor’s 

degree completion.  The research finds that the evidence of building momentum found in 

the transcript reveals the bulk of the story about student persistence and success (Adelman, 

2006; Chen, 2005).    

http://nces.ed.gov/pubs/web/97578g.asp
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Implications for Action:  Given the minimal role of background characteristics in 

explaining student persistence/success, when academic momentum building behaviors of 

students are also considered, the long-standing recommendations to better accommodate 

student deficits or to help students work around their deficits may not be the first choice 

for college consideration.   
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