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Dear Colleagues:

At TERI, a Boston-based non-profit organization founded in 1985, we promote access to education for students 

of all ages and backgrounds. Our college access programs specifically target young people and adults from 

lower income backgrounds. We have helped over a million individuals in the Boston area pursue their college 

goals through our services based at the Boston Public Library and the Boston Public Schools (BPS). We also have 

supported collaborative efforts to expand college access locally through our leadership of the Boston Higher 

Education Partnership, regionally through our sponsorship of College Ready New England, and nationally 

through our support of the Pathways to College Network.

When we speak of college access at TERI, we mean not simply getting students into college, but helping to 

ensure that they successfully complete college degrees and certificates. Over the years we have supported  

more than 20 research studies that focused on critical issues related to college transitions and achievement.  

The findings and recommendations of these studies have informed education policies and practices at all levels, 

and resulted in improved college opportunities for underserved students locally and nationally. 

Increasing the number of BPS graduates who succeed in college has always been a high priority for TERI. 

For this reason, we were pleased to join the Boston Foundation in supporting the Boston Higher Education 

Partnership to undertake this study—Who’s Making It: the Academic Achievement of Boston Public School 

Graduates in the Early College Years. The study’s findings underscore the importance of a college education 

to BPS graduates and illuminate the difficulties they—and other inner city students—face in earning college 

degrees. It also provides valuable recommendations for what Boston’s education and community leaders can  

do to help more students achieve their college goals.

TERI stands ready to join with others to enable every BPS graduate who aspires to a college degree to achieve 

this goal. Working together, I am confident we will succeed.

Willis J. Hulings III
President & CEO
TERI



Preface

In the fall of 2008, the Boston Private Industry Council released a report with funding from the Boston 

Foundation, titled Getting to the Finish Line, about the college enrollment and graduation rates of Boston public 

school students. The news was not good: only 35.5% of students who graduated from the Boston Public Schools 

in the class of 2000 and enrolled in college had earned a two-year or four-year postsecondary degree by 

September of 2007.

In response, Mayor Thomas M. Menino issued a bold community-wide challenge for an initiative that will 

prepare many more of Boston’s students to earn a college degree. The Boston Foundation has committed  

$1 million to support that new initiative. 

This report takes an in-depth look at exactly what happens to Boston’s students during their first two years 

of college—a time of difficult and sometimes impossible transition. Not surprisingly, it finds that students 

with more rigorous high school preparation, such as those attending exam schools, had much higher rates 

of persistence, progress and performance. It also reveals that those who could attend college continuously, 

without taking a break, do best—and that the efforts colleges make to help students do count.

This study contains a great deal of valuable data, but I also encourage you to read the quotes from faculty 

members and students about these early and often harrowing college years. They provide invaluable insight 

into the complex lives led by Boston’s young people and the types of support and assistance they need to 

prevail.

Two-thirds of all of the jobs that are created in our economy require at least some college education, yet close  

to half of Boston’s students attending non-exam schools fail to graduate even from high school in four years—

and many who do graduate are unprepared for college-level work and are not getting the support they need  

to apply to college and succeed once they are there. 

We see this report and others that we have published—as well as all of our work in the area of education— 

as part of a quest we are on to break the correlation between poverty and poor results for Boston’s students. 

Achieving our goal is important not just to the success of our city’s students, but to the success of Greater 

Boston in the 21st century global economy. 

Paul S. Grogan
President and CEO
The Boston Foundation
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In the 21st century, the United States needs many more 
college-educated workers to sustain its leadership in 
the global economy. Equally important, individuals 
need postsecondary credentials to secure work that 
pays a living wage and to maintain a high quality of 
life. Given these needs, ensuring the postsecondary 
success of all students has become a critical national 
priority. Yet, while many agree on the importance of 
college success for all, we are a long way from achieving 
that goal. Today, about 43% of Americans who enroll in 
college obtain a degree (Horn et al. 2004). For graduates 
of the Boston Public Schools (BPS), the outlook is more 
discouraging. The Boston Private Industry Council’s 
(PIC) recent study of BPS graduates from the Class of 
2000 found that only 35.5% of those who enrolled in 
college over a seven-year time frame had graduated 
and another 14% were stilled enrolled with no degree 
(Boston Private Industry Council 2008). Knowing initial 
enrollment and degree completion rates is a critical first 
step in understanding the college success of BPS gradu-
ates. The next step is to learn more about what happens 
after students begin college by exploring factors contrib-
uting to degree advancement. 

Over the past three years, the Boston Higher Education 
Partnership (BHEP) has undertaken two studies inves-
tigating what happens during the early college careers 
of BPS graduates. In 2006, the BHEP completed a study, 
“From College Access to College Success,” examining 
the transition from high school to college for BPS gradu-
ates from the Classes of 2003, 2004, and 2005 who began 
college full-time in the fall of 2005. This study found 
many BPS graduates struggling in their first year of 
college, especially those at two-year colleges. More than 
two-thirds of graduates attending community colleges 
took developmental courses and, on average, withdrew 
from or failed over 30% of all the credits they attempted 
in the first year.1 In focus groups, students reported 
difficulties with course work, especially math. The BPS 

graduates at four-year colleges generally reported feel-
ing better prepared, but even so they withdrew from or 
failed 25% of the credits they attempted. 

The 2006 report raised many questions. Which BPS 
students would persist in college through the second 
year and how would they perform academically? How 
many would be on track to graduate within a reasonable 
time frame? What would happen to those taking devel-
opmental classes as they progressed? What variation 
would there be between types of institutions? 

This BHEP study, undertaken with support from the 
Boston Foundation and TERI, explores these ques-
tions through an in-depth look at the first two years 
of college. It provides insight into what happened to 
BPS graduates along the route to a college degree and 
why only 35% completed degrees after seven years. By 
considering various categories of persistence, college 
selectivity, and indicators of academic preparation prior 
to college, this research develops a picture of how BPS 
graduates were succeeding (or not) during their first two 
years of college. 

To better understand the first stages of college, the 
study addresses the following questions: Among BPS 
graduates who enrolled in the fall of 2005, who was still 
attending the same college two years later? Of those 
who persisted, how were they progressing and perform-
ing academically? How did the way they persisted (full-
time or part-time; continuously or intermittently) affect 
their academic progress and performance? What differ-
ence did the selectivity of the college make in measures 
of students’ academic success? What difference did 
the individual college make? What role did academic 
preparation prior to college play? How might contextual 
factors have influenced the academic success of BPS 
graduates? 

Executive Summary

Who’s Making It:
The Academic Achievement of Recent Boston Public School Graduates  

in the Early College Years
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profile” encompassing various institutional attributes 
was developed for each participating college. Informa-
tion for the profiles was gathered from the colleges’  
own web sites as well as on-line national databases. 

Limitations of the Study
The study has several limitations. The transcripts 
provide information only from students’ early college 
careers (the first five semesters). Thus, we have no infor-
mation on graduation rates and, at most, know only 
whether students were successful (or not) through their 
second year of college. In addition, the study has data 
only from the institutions at which students initially 
enrolled. It is not known if a student transferred to 
another institution. Finally, the qualitative data must 
be interpreted with caution because of the very small 
number of faculty and students interviewed. The people 
interviewed were not randomly selected, but were iden-
tified through the study’s college liaisons and there is no 
way of knowing how representative their views were. 

The Lives of Boston Public School Graduates 
It is important to consider the context of these young 
people’s lives. Based on the qualitative interviews of 
this study along with national research findings on 
first generation and low-income students, we know 
that many recent BPS graduates attending college faced 
numerous challenges, encompassing multiple financial 
and family obligations as well as feelings of alienation 
from the campus environment. Their lives were often 
more complicated and carried greater responsibili-
ties than the average 20 year old college student from 
a middle-income family. Consequently, at times, what 
appeared to be an academic challenge may in fact 
have been a lack of time or energy created by non-
academic responsibilities or circumstances. While this 
study cannot directly connect the analysis of student’s 
academic records to contextual factors, it is important to 
keep them in mind when drawing implications from the 
quantitative findings.

The Study Design 
In order to explore these questions, the study examined 
three types of academic outcomes: persistence (recur-
rent enrollment); progress (accumulated academic 
credits); and performance (cumulative grade point aver-
age)—and developed measures for each. All three types 
of outcomes are necessary to earn a degree: a student 
must persist—enroll in a sufficient number of semes-
ters; progress—earn at least the minimum number of 
credits to graduate; and perform—maintain at least the 
minimum grade point average required for graduation. 
While students must also fulfill other requirements 
specific to their institution, for the early college career, 
these three measures provide a reasonably full picture 
of students’ academic achievements. 

Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected 
to explore the college persistence, progress, and perfor-
mance of BPS graduates participating in the study. The 
quantitative analysis built on the database of students’ 
college transcripts compiled for BHEP’s first report. 
The number of participating colleges and universities 
increased from 10 to 23 with an accompanying increase 
in the number of BPS graduates from 465 to 946. Students 
had graduated from the BPS in 2003, 2004, or 2005 and 
began college for the first time full-time in the fall of 
2005. The transcript data extended through four semes-
ters (Fall 2005 to Spring 2007) and included enrollment 
information for a fifth (Fall 2007). Participating colleges 
supplied the data directly to the BHEP, stripped of iden-
tifying student information. No data was provided on 
student transfers. All reported findings are statistically 
significant to at least the .05 level.

Colleges were divided into four “selectivity groups:” 
four-year more selective; four-year medium selective; 
four-year less selective; and two-year colleges. The 
groups were based on the primary type of degree they 
conferred (bachelor’s or associate’s) and, for four-year 
colleges, the institution’s median combined SAT score. 

The qualitative data came from several sources, includ-
ing: 1) individual or group interviews with 24 faculty 
and staff who worked with BPS graduates as well as 
other first generation students at colleges or a nonprofit 
organization; and 2) seven focus groups with recent 
BPS graduates in their second year of college. These 
interviews focused on factors that support or hinder the 
college success of BPS graduates and other first genera-
tion college students. In addition, an “institutional 
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with less stringent admission requirements. 
Students at four-year more selective colleges were 
almost four times more likely and those at medium 
selective colleges more than twice as likely to contin-
uously enroll full-time than students at two-year 
colleges. 

Differences between college selectivity groups 
were smaller when applying a broad definition of 
persistence that included part-time students who 
continuously enrolled and those who enrolled 
intermittently. In particular, applying this broad 
definition of persistence resulted in two-year 
colleges’ persistence rate increasing threefold and 
the gap between two-year colleges and four-year 
more selective colleges being cut in half. (Chart 1)

Finding Two
How a student chose to persist at college—continu-
ously or intermittently, full-time or part-time—made 
a difference in their academic success no matter what 
type of college they attended. 

Consistent persistence was critical to students’ 
academic progress and performance:

Students who continuously enrolled and were 
always full-time were particularly likely to be 
performing and persisting at satisfactory rates, 
regardless of which type of college they attended. 

Key Quantitative Findings
Based on analysis of the transcript data, the study’s key 
quantitative findings are:

Finding One
Students who had a more rigorous high school  
preparation or who attended colleges with higher 
academic admission requirements were more likely 
to be academically successful in college. At the same 
time, there is evidence that the intention to persist in 
college remained high for less prepared students or 
those who attended less selective institutions. 

Exam school graduates had much higher rates of 
persistence, progress, and performance than their 
counterparts who graduated from comprehensive 
or Pilot high schools. Seventy-one percent of exam 
school graduates continuously enrolled full-time 
over five semesters compared to 41% of non-exam 
school graduates. Of these students who continu-
ously enrolled full-time, 64% of exam school gradu-
ates were earning credits at a rate that put them 
on track to graduate in 100% (four/two years) of 
expected program time compared to 34% of non-
exam school graduates.

Students who attended more or medium selective 
four-year colleges were more likely to persist and 
to do so full-time than students attending colleges 

Chart 1

Persistence Categories by College Selectivity Group

Total 4-Year 
More Selective

4-Year 
Medium Selective

4-Year 
Less Selective

2-Year
0

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

1st Semester Only

1st Year Only

Intermittent

Continuously Enrolled Part-Time 

Continuously Enrolled Full-Time 

53%

8%

16%

15%

8%

80%
1%

10%
7%

2%

52%

16%

13%

12%
7%

44%

17%

9%

30%

21%

17%

27%

20%

15%
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at four-year less selective and two-year colleges on 
these measures implied that variation in institu-
tional policies and practices may influence the rate 
at which students accumulate credits.

For students at colleges with less stringent admis-
sion requirements, enrollment in developmental 
courses was not strongly associated with lower 
rates of persistence or academic achievement. 
At four-year less selective and two-year colleges, 
students who enrolled in at least one developmen-
tal course and those who never enrolled in such 
a course were equally likely to be continuously 
enrolled. Moreover, of those who continuously 
enrolled full-time at four-year less selective colleges, 
both developmental and non-developmental 
students were equally likely to have reached satis-
factory academic achievement (defined as accumu-
lating sufficient credits and earning a satisfactory 
GPA). At two-year colleges, for continuously 
enrolled full-time students, developmental status 
did not affect the likelihood of earning a high GPA. 

Issues Raised by Quantitative Findings 
These findings raise a number of issues about the 
patterns of academic success among BPS graduates. 
The qualitative data and national research, while not 
offering definitive answers, can shed some light on 
these issues. Throughout the report, these topics are 
addressed by posing a question raised by the quantita-
tive findings and offering a speculative answer. Topics 
discussed include: variation in enrollment patterns; 
academic momentum and excessive withdrawal; differ-
ences between college selectivity groups; and others.

Evidence for the Importance of College 
Knowledge in Student Success
The quantitative analysis revealed that the majority of 
students who were able to continuously enroll through 
the second year of college were achieving at least mini-
mal academic standards and some reached high levels 
of achievement. The qualitative findings revealed one 
possible reason for this: those students who made it 
to the end of their second year had acquired consider-
able “college knowledge.” When asked what advice 
they would give to a BPS graduate entering college, 

For example, two-year college students who 
enrolled full-time every semester were almost  
twice as likely to have reached satisfactory 
achievement levels as students at more selective 
colleges who had “stopped out” (temporarily with-
drew from college).

Students who continuously enrolled but did so 
occasionally part-time, while not doing as well as 
their full-time counterparts, had higher levels of 
academic achievement than those who stopped 
out. For instance, students who enrolled intermit-
tently at more selective colleges were three times 
more likely to have low GPAs than students at two-
year colleges who enrolled every semester but were 
sometimes part-time.

Finding Three
Institutional characteristics, policies, or practices 
seemed to have influenced students’ academic success:

Within each college selectivity group, there were 
substantial differences between colleges on most 
measures of academic success. Every selectivity 
group included one or two colleges where students 
did far better on almost every measure of success 
than students at other institutions in that group. 
Most strikingly there was one four-year less selec-
tive college and one two-year college where students’ 
rates of progress and performance were at least equal 
to the average rates at medium selective schools. 
Moreover, each college selectivity group usually had 
one or two colleges whose students did far worse on 
almost every measure than other institutions in that 
group. These findings suggest that what happened 
during college, once a student enrolled in a particular 
college, may have played a major role in a student’s 
academic success or failure. 

Finding Four
There were two findings with unclear implications:

When students who persisted did not reach a satis-
factory level of academic achievement, it was more 
likely to be associated with earning insufficient 
credits than with low grades. Students were much 
more likely to be behind in credit accumulation 
than to have a grade point average below gradua-
tion requirements. The difference between students 
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Recommendations for Research
In order to better understand what high school, higher 
education, and community leaders can do to improve 
the college success of BPS graduates, research on the 
following topics is recommended: 

n	 How BPS students acquire college knowledge;
n	 How they become academically engaged; 
n	 How contextual factors, both on and off campus, 

create challenges to degree advancement; and
n	 How institutions can bring effective programs and 

practices to scale.

Conclusion
Boston can make substantial progress in improving 
the college completion rates of BPS graduates if we act 
on what we know works. Such efforts will succeed if 
we begin by looking at data on the college experiences 
of BPS graduates and identifying a small number of 
strategic problem areas on which to focus. These efforts 
should be based on what the research tells us are highly 
effective practices and policies for improving the college 
achievement of under-served students, such as increas-
ing the engagement of students in their college course-
work and reducing the challenges created by on-campus 
and off-campus contextual factors. Finally, these efforts 
will require the participation of college faculty and 
staff as well as BPS staff in developing action plans for 
needed changes and taking responsibility for imple-
menting such plans.

For the city to meet 21st century economic and social 
needs, college readiness and success for all students 
needs to be central to the life and focus of all Boston high 
schools and higher education institutions enrolling BPS 
graduates. Achieving a goal as ambitious as “college for 
all” starts with strong leaders who are visibly commit-
ted to this important work—from college presidents 
to high school principals to board members and heads 
of nonprofit organizations to members of the School 
Committee. It means that everyone who touches the lives 
of Boston’s public school students or their families must 
embrace this goal and assume responsibility for achiev-
ing it. Commitment and responsibility—combined with 
using knowledge gained from this research to inform 
decisions—is the only way to achieve the changes neces-
sary to dramatically increase the numbers of BPS gradu-
ates completing college degrees in future years. 

the students interviewed for this study responded 
with advice resembling a basic college survival course: 
study hard and well; manage your time efficiently; ask 
your professor and advisor for help; use the college’s 
academic support services; and get to know a variety 
of people on campus. Many attributed their grasp of 
college life to summer bridge programs and first-year 
seminars. But the discussion of their experiences made 
it clear that these initial programs would not have been 
sufficient by themselves to carry the student through 
college. These students were able to put into practice the 
advice offered, because the staff of these programs—as 
well as other college faculty and staff—reached out 
to them and regularly offered support and advice as 
students’ college careers progressed. 

Recommendations
In light of these key findings, we offer the following:

Recommendations for Action
n	 Increase the use of data on postsecondary achieve-

ment disaggregated by student characteristics as the 
first step toward improving the persistence, progress, 
and performance of BPS graduates in college. 

n	 Continue and increase investments in improving the 
academic preparation and college knowledge of BPS 
students attending non-exam schools. 

n	 Increase the engagement of BPS graduates and other 
under-represented students in their college course-
work and other academic experiences.

n	 Develop strategies for improving student success 
based on an understanding of the contextual issues 
(financial, work, family, campus climate) that affect 
the college participation and achievement of BPS 
graduates. 

n	 Build strong partnerships among key stakeholders 
in higher education, the Boston Public Schools, the 
Mayor’s Office, and community, business and philan-
thropy to promote and support increased college 
success for BPS graduates.

n	 Scale up effective practices and programs for improv-
ing persistence to serve all students who need such 
support in order to succeed in college. 
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In the 21st century, the United States needs many more 
college-educated workers to sustain its leadership in 
the global economy. Equally important, individuals 
need postsecondary credentials to secure work that 
pays a living wage and to maintain a high quality of 
life. Given these needs, ensuring the postsecondary 
success of all students has become a critical national 
priority. Yet, while many agree on the importance of 
college success for all, we are a long way from achiev-
ing that goal. Today, about 43% of Americans who 
enroll in college obtain a degree (Horn et al. 2004). 
For graduates of the Boston Public Schools (BPS), the 
outlook is more discouraging. The Boston Private 
Industry Council’s (PIC) recently released a study of 
BPS graduates from the Class of 2000 found that only 
35.5% of those who enrolled in college over a seven 
year time frame had graduated, while another 14% 
were stilled enrolled with no degree (Boston Private 
Industry Council 2008, p. 38).2 Knowing initial enroll-
ment and degree completion rates is a critical first step 
in understanding the college success of BPS graduates. 
The next step is to learn more about what happens 
after students begin college by exploring factors 
contributing to degree advancement. 

Over the past three years, the Boston Higher Education 
Partnership (BHEP) has undertaken two studies inves-
tigating what happens during the early college careers 
of BPS graduates. In 2006, the BHEP completed a study, 
“From College Access to College Success,” examining 
the transition from high school to college for BPS gradu-
ates from the Classes of 2003, 2004, and 2005 who began 
college full-time in the fall of 2005. This study found 
many BPS graduates struggling in their first year of 
college, especially those at two-year colleges. Over two-
thirds of graduates attending community colleges took 
developmental courses and, on average, withdrew from 
or failed over 30% of all the credits they attempted in the 
first year.3 In focus groups, students reported difficulties 
with course work, especially math. The BPS graduates 
at four-year colleges generally reported feeling better 
prepared, but even so they withdrew from or failed 25% 
of the credits they attempted. 

Chapter One 

Introduction and Overview

The 2006 report raised many questions. Which BPS 
graduates would persist in college through the second 
year and how would they perform academically? How 
many would be on track to graduate within a reasonable 
time frame? What would happen to those taking devel-
opmental classes as they progressed? What variation 
would be there between types of institutions? 

This BHEP study, undertaken with support from the 
Boston Foundation and TERI, explores these ques-
tions through an in-depth look at the first two years of 
college. It provides insight into what happened to BPS 
graduates along the route to a college degree and why 
only 35% complete degrees after seven years. With more 
than twice as many students in the dataset and a longer 
time span, this study is able to go beyond overall aver-
ages and examine outcomes for student subgroups. By 
considering various categories of persistence, college 
selectivity, and indicators of academic preparation prior 
to college, this research develops a rich and nuanced 
picture of how BPS graduates were succeeding (or not) 
during their first two-years of colleges. 

The study focuses on academic success in the early 
college years. The first two years of college are crucial. 
Unless students are academically successful during 
this time, earning a degree is difficult and, for many, 
unobtainable (Adelman 2006). To better understand the 
first stages of college, the study addresses the following 
questions: Among BPS graduates who enrolled in the 
fall of 2005, who was still attending the same college 
two years later? Of those who persisted, how were they 
progressing and performing academically? How did the 
way they persisted (full-time or part-time; continuously 
or intermittently) affect their academic progress and 
performance? What difference did the selectivity of the 
college make in measures of students’ academic success? 
What difference did the individual college make? What 
role did academic preparation prior to college play? 
How might contextual factors have influenced the 
academic success of BPS graduates? 
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Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected 
to explore the college persistence, progress, and perfor-
mance of BPS graduates participating in the study. 
The quantitative analysis was built on the database of 
students’ college transcripts compiled for the BHEP’s 
first report. The number of colleges and universities 
providing transcripts increased from 10 to 23 with an 
accompanying increase in the number of BPS gradu-
ates from 465 to 946. Students had graduated from the 
BPS in 2003, 2004, or 2005 and began college for the first 
time full-time in the fall of 2005. The transcript data 
extended through four semesters (Fall 2005 to Spring 
2007) and included enrollment information for a fifth 
(Fall 2007). Participating colleges supplied the data 
directly to the BHEP, stripped of identifying student 
information. No data was provided on student trans-
fers. All findings reported are statistically significant  
to at least the .05 level.

Colleges were divided into four “selectivity groups:” 
four-year more selective, four-year medium selective, 
four-year less selective, and two-year colleges. The 
groups were based on the primary type of degree they 
conferred (bachelor’s or associate’s) and, for four-year 
colleges, the institution’s median combined SAT score. 

The qualitative data came from several sources, includ-
ing: 1) individual or group interviews with 24 faculty 
and staff who worked with BPS graduates as well as 
other first generation students at colleges or a nonprofit 
organization; and 2) seven focus groups with recent 
BPS graduates in their second year of college. These 
interviews focused on factors that support or hinder 
the college success of BPS graduates and other first 
generation college students. The faculty and staff inter-
views were exploratory in nature and conducted early 
in the study. The findings were used to conceptual-
ize the study’s framework and focus the quantitative 
analysis. The student focus group protocol, while still 
open-ended, was designed around the three types of 
academic outcomes (persistence, progress and perfor-
mance), and focused on factors leading to student 
success. In addition, an “institutional profile” encom-
passing various institutional attributes was developed 
for each participating college. Information for the 
profiles was gathered from the colleges’ own web  
sites as well as on-line national databases. 

The Study Design4

In order to explore these questions, the study examined 
three types of academic outcomes: persistence (recur-
rent enrollment); progress (accumulated academic 
credits); and performance (cumulative grade point aver-
age)—and developed measures for each. All three types 
of outcomes are necessary to earn a degree: a student 
must persist—enroll in a sufficient number of semesters; 
progress—earn at least the minimum number of credits 
required to graduate; and perform—maintain at least 
the minimum grade point average required for gradua-
tion. While students must also fulfill other requirements 
specific to their institution, for the early college years, 
these three measures provide a reasonably full picture 
of students’ academic achievements. 

Key Types of Academic Outcomes  
Examined in This Study 

Persistence: Enrollment each semester at the start-

ing college. This is a measure of how consistently 

a student attends college (i.e. every semester, inter-

mittently, never enrolls for several semesters), and 

how intensely (full-time or part-time) over five 

consecutive semesters. 

Progress: Accumulation of academic credits. This 

is a measure of the number of courses a student 

passes. It is reported using the total number  

of course credits earned during any of four  

consecutive semesters. 

Performance: Cumulative grade point average. This 

is a measure of how well a student is doing in the 

courses in which s/he enrolls. It is reported using 

the average of the grades received in each course in 

which a student enrolled and received a letter grade 

during any of four consecutive semesters. 
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Limitations of the Study
The study has several limitations. The transcripts 
provide information only from students’ early college 
years (the first five semesters). Thus, there is no infor-
mation on graduation rates and, at most, we know only 
whether students were successful (or not) through their 
second year of college. In addition, the study has data 
only from the institutions at which students initially 
enrolled. It is not known if a student transferred to 
another institution. Thus, some students labeled “non-
persisters” at their starting institution may in fact have 
transferred to another college. Moreover, the quantita-
tive dataset includes only those BPS graduates who 
began at the institutions participating in the study, and 
not BPS graduates who transferred to other colleges 
and universities. As a subset of the population, it is not 
known how representative it is of the all BPS graduates 
who began college in 2005.5 Finally, the qualitative data 
must be interpreted with caution because of the very 
small number of faculty and students interviewed. The 
people interviewed were not randomly selected, but 
were identified through the study’s college liaisons and 
there is no way of knowing how representative their 
views were. 

The Non-Academic and Academic Challenges 
BPS Graduates Face 
As we take an in-depth look at whether BPS graduates 
were succeeding (or not) in college, it is important to 
consider the context of these young people’s lives and 
the multiple challenges many of them faced. A number 
of students’ lives were more complicated with greater 
responsibilities than the average 20 year old college 
student from a middle-income family (Perna and 
Thomas 2006; Hearn 2006). 

The faculty and staff interviewed provided some 
perspective on these issues, explaining how the mix 
of financial pressures, complex family situations, and 
academic responsibilities shaped these students’ lives. 
Faculty and staff reported: 

Paying tuition is a struggle. But they have other 
responsibilities besides going to college. So they end up 
working to pay tuition, going home to help their family, 
and then end up sleep deprived and exhausted so they 
can’t do analytical work. Plus they [enter college] 
already behind academically.

The climate of the university is overwhelming. They’re 
intimidated by that, and they shut down. And they 
shut down in class, too.

Students needed to work to pay tuition because their 
families lacked the financial resources to do so. Often, 
families were unable to secure loans. A college career 
coach for BPS graduates described the resulting 
complexities: 

Because they can’t get loans, they end up having to 
work to keep up with tuition payments. So then, great, 
you have less debt, but you are working more and your 
academics suffer. So it’s a cycle. You have bad grades, 
so you’re not going to get into a nursing program and 
you have some debt, but you’re not going to have the 
earning capacity, because you’re not going to be  
a nurse.

Thus, working many hours during college may hurt 
some students’ progress and performance to the point 
where their long-term earning potential may suffer. 

Some students’ families were not only unable to support 
the student financially, the family depended on the 
student to help them with both money and time. College 
faculty and staff had many examples: 

One student said she would give her family money if 
she had it. She had given her grandfather half her pay 
check… to pay for half of the repair on his truck so he 
could have his truck back. But most of the time, she 
didn’t have the money [to help out].

A student told me, “Oh, yeah, I couldn’t go to class, 
you know, my grandfather has diabetes, and I had to 
take him to the hospital.” 

I have a student who goes home every weekend 
because… her mother’s not able to cope very well. So 
she goes home and makes dinners ahead for the week, 
cleans the house, does the laundry, and then comes 
back to school…

Other families, while they wanted their children to earn 
a degree, had little understanding of what was required 
to succeed in college. One faculty person reported:

I’ve had several students who are the first genera-
tion to go to college say, “My parents really, really 
want me to go to college and they keep telling me it’s 
so important, but they don’t really understand what 
responsibilities and what kind of work load I have to 
do.” So they have that mixed message.



16 U n d e r s t a n d i n g  B o s t o n

Family and work responsibilities made it difficult for 
some students to study effectively. As faculty pointed 
out, time management under these conditions took on a 
whole new face: 

Of course time management is a problem. But, I think 
it’s much more than that. I think it’s all of the issues 
related to being so fatigued from working… They 
can’t process. There’s no memory skill. They’re obvi-
ously generating language differently because they’re 
so tired. 

[Students who work many hours] cannot devote their 
time to studies. So they stay up until 3:00 or 4:00 in 
the morning, trying to do the work. And the quality 
is not representative of what they can really do, when 
given the time.

In addition to their outside responsibilities and 
academic challenges, some students had a hard time 
developing a sense of belonging to their college, in 
part because the campus culture was different from 
their home and neighborhood life, making it hard for 
students to feel “at home” on campus. Staff who worked 
one-on-one with students shared the following: 

They associate food with their home. [Some] don’t eat 
all week. [They tell me] “I only eat when I go home, 
because I only like my mom’s cooking.” And some-
times it’s a problem because they come in here hungry, 
and tired…

I’ve had a lot of conversations with students about 
“I’m at this prestigious, relatively white institution, 
and I go back to my neighborhood and it’s like, ‘Why 
do you have to go there?’”

In sum, BPS graduates attending college faced many 
challenges, encompassing multiple financial and family 
obligations as well as feelings of alienation from the 
campus environment. Consequently, at times, what 
appeared to be an academic difficulty may in fact have 
been a lack of time or energy created by non-academic 
responsibilities or circumstances. 

In addition, unexpected events sometimes resulted in 
students missing many classes or even dropping out. 
Faculty and staff told many stories about the unpredict-
ability of students’ lives: 

I had a student who got up at 5:30 in the morning—
taking her two kids with her—because she had such a 
severe toothache, and went to the dental clinic at 6:00 
in the morning, and got out of the dental clinic at 2:00 
in the afternoon.

I’ve had at least three students come in saying they’ve 
missed a week or two of classes [because] they’ve been 
in the hospital.

[Of my students who have dropped out recently,] three 
left because they couldn’t keep the academics up… 
AND they all had very complicated lives… I had one 
student leave because her boyfriend was shot…

These challenges—whether predictable or not—took up 
a substantial amount of students’ time and energy in any 
given week. Students had many more things to juggle 
than merely deciding when to study for what class.

On top of these non-academic challenges, many 
students attended high schools that had not prepared 
them well for college course work. Faculty noted that 
students lacked critical thinking skills, and a few even 
had basic skills deficits: 

In high school, they were not required to write long 
papers. They’re real shocked when I say to my 101 
class, “Write five pages. Five typed pages.”

[Most of these] students haven’t written a lot… [They 
have] big gaps in cultural literacy. They can only 
retell or regurgitate.

They don’t know how to understand complicated 
directions. They don’t know how to organize  
information…

[Some have] big gaps in math, including arithmetic. 
Some don’t know their math facts. They can’t do  
their “3’s.”

The BPS graduates who had these academic gaps often 
needed to study harder than their classmates in order to 
master the skills necessary for college level work. 
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the gap between two-year colleges and four-year 
more selective colleges being cut in half. 

Finding Two
How a student chose to persist at college—continu-
ously or intermittently; full-time or part-time—made 
a difference in their academic success no matter what 
type of college they attended. 

Consistent persistence was critical to students’ 
academic progress and performance: 

Students who continuously enrolled and were 
always full-time were particularly likely to be 
performing and persisting at satisfactory rates, 
regardless of which type of college they attended. 
For example, two-year college students who 
enrolled full-time every semester were almost  
twice as likely to have reached satisfactory achieve-
ment levels as students at more selective colleges 
who had “stopped out” (temporarily withdrew  
from college).

Students who continuously enrolled but did so 
occasionally part-time, while not doing as well as 
their full-time counterparts, had higher levels of 
academic achievement than those who stopped 
out. For instance, students who enrolled intermit-
tently at more selective colleges were three times 
more likely to have low GPAs than students at two-
year colleges who enrolled every semester but were 
sometimes part-time.

Finding Three
Institutional characteristics, policies, or practices 
seemed to have influenced students’ academic success.

Within each college selectivity group, there were 
substantial differences between colleges on 
most measures of academic success. Every selec-
tivity group included one or two colleges where 
students did far better on almost every measure of 
success than students at other institutions in that 
group. Most strikingly there was one four-year less 
selective college and one two-year college where 
students’ rates of progress and performance were at 
least equal to the average rates at medium selective 
schools. Moreover, each college selectivity group 
usually had one or two colleges whose students 

Key Quantitative Findings
The quantitative analysis of students’ academic experi-
ences needs to be understood within the context of their 
lives. While this study cannot directly connect the anal-
ysis of student’s academic records to contextual factors, 
recognizing such factors may help to bring its findings 
alive and allow the reader to draw more relevant impli-
cations from them. 

The study’s key quantitative findings are:

Finding One
Students who had a more rigorous high school prepa-
ration or who attended colleges with higher academic 
admission requirements were more likely to be 
academically successful in college. At the same time, 
there is evidence that the intention to persist in college 
remained high for less prepared students or those who 
attended less selective institutions. 

Exam school graduates had much higher rates of 
persistence, progress, and performance than their 
counterparts who graduated from comprehensive 
or Pilot high schools. Seventy-one percent of exam 
school graduates continuously enrolled full-time 
over five semesters compared to 41% of non-exam 
school graduates. Of these students who continu-
ously enrolled full-time, 64% of exam school gradu-
ates were earning credits at a rate that put them 
on track to graduate in 100% (four/two years) of 
expected program time compared to 34% of non-
exam school graduates.

Students who attended more or medium selective 
four-year colleges were more likely to persist and 
to do so full-time every semester than students 
attending colleges with less stringent admission 
requirements. Students at four-year more selec-
tive colleges were almost four times more likely to 
continuously enroll full-time than those at two-year 
colleges. 

Differences between college selectivity groups 
were smaller when applying a broad definition of 
persistence that included part-time students who 
continuously enrolled and those who enrolled 
intermittently. In particular, applying this broad 
definition of persistence resulted in two-year 
colleges’ persistence rate increasing threefold and 
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discussed include: variation in enrollment patterns; 
academic momentum and excessive withdrawal; differ-
ences between college selectivity groups; and others.

Report Outline
After a brief overview of the national research on 
college student success, the remainder of the report 
discusses the quantitative findings in detail and the 
questions they raise. Chapter 2 briefly reviews the 
research literature in order to place the report’s findings 
and recommendations in a national context. Chapter 
3 presents a summary of students’ demographic char-
acteristics, academic preparation prior to college, and 
initial enrollment by college selectivity group. Chapter 4 
takes an in-depth look at persistence, dividing students 
into categories depending on their enrollment patterns. 
Chapter 5 looks at students’ progress (rate of credit 
accumulation) and performance (grade point average) in 
each of the persistence categories (continuously enrolled 
full-time, continuously enrolled part-time, intermit-
tently enrolled and non-persisters). In addition, each 
persistence category is broken into college selectivity 
groups to examine the relationship between college 
selectivity and levels of progress and performance. 
Chapter 6 examines variation in academic outcomes 
between individual colleges within college selectivity 
group. Chapter 7 looks at differences in academic prepa-
ration prior to college (exam and non-exam graduates 
and non-developmental versus developmental course 
takers). Chapter 8 reviews the qualitative findings, 
especially from the student focus groups, and discusses 
factors leading to student success. The concluding chap-
ter offers recommendations for institutional action and 
further research. 

did far worse on almost every measure than other 
institutions in that group. These findings suggest 
that what happened during college, once a student 
enrolled in a particular college, may have played a 
major role in a student’s academic success or failure. 

Finding Four
There were two findings with unclear implications:

When students who persisted did not reach a satis-
factory level of academic achievement, it was more 
likely to be associated with earning insufficient 
credits than with low grades. Students were much 
more likely to be behind in credit accumulation 
than to have a grade point average below gradua-
tion requirements. The difference between students 
at four-year less selective and two-year colleges on 
these measures implied that variation in institu-
tional policies and practices may influence the rate  
at which students accumulate credits.

For students at colleges with less stringent admis-
sion requirements, enrollment in developmental 
courses was not strongly associated with lower 
rates of persistence or academic achievement. 
At four-year less selective and two-year colleges, 
students who enrolled in at least one developmen-
tal course and those who never enrolled in such 
a course were equally likely to be continuously 
enrolled. Moreover, of those who continuously 
enrolled full-time at four-year less selective colleges, 
both developmental and non-developmental 
students were equally likely to have reached satis-
factory academic achievement (defined as accumu-
lating sufficient credits and earning a satisfactory 
GPA). At two-year colleges, for continuously 
enrolled full-time students, developmental status 
did not affect the likelihood of earning a high GPA. 

Issues Raised by Quantitative Findings 
These findings raise a number of issues about the 
patterns of academic success among BPS graduates. 
The qualitative data and national research, while not 
offering definitive answers, can shed some light on 
these issues. Throughout the report, these topics are 
addressed by posing questions raised by the quantita-
tive findings and offering speculative answers. Topics 
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What are the conditions that lead to postsecondary 
degree completion for students in the United States—
generally and particularly for first generation or low-
income students? This chapter addresses this question 
by reviewing current research on college retention and 
degree completion. It is not meant as a comprehensive 
literature review but rather aims to situate the report’s 
findings and recommendations for BPS graduates in a 
national context. After a brief note on rates of degree 
completion, the chapter divides the research into four 
topic areas, though the issues interrelate and overlap. 
These are: 1) intermediate academic outcomes;  
2) academic engagement; 3) student contextual factors 
(financial, work, family, campus climate); and 4) institu-
tional contextual factors (characteristics, policies,  
and practices). 

Postsecondary Degree Completion
College success here is defined as completion of a post-
secondary degree. College completion rates in the US as 
a whole are low. Only 43% of students who start college 
complete a degree within five years (Horn et al. 2004).6 
Students whose parents did not go to college or who are 
low-income have even lower degree completion rates, 
especially when compared those with more educational 
and financial resources. Of students who enrolled in 
postsecondary education between 1992 and 2000, only 
a quarter of first generation students earned a bach-
elor’s degree compared to two-thirds of students whose 
parents had completed at least a bachelor’s degree. 
Forty-three percent (43%) of first generation students 
left college without any degree compared to just 20% of 
second generation students (Chen 2005: 6)7. The pattern 
is similar for students from low-income backgrounds 
compared to those from middle or high incomes (Horn 
et al. 2004). 

Intermediate Academic Outcomes: Which 
Outcomes Predict Degree Completion? 
By delving into the details of high school and college 
transcripts to examine intermediate academic outcomes, 
transcript analysis provides evidence about which 
patterns of persistence, progress, and performance 
increase (or decrease) the chances of students earning a 
degree. The transcript analysis for this study drew heav-
ily on the work of Adelman (2006). Analyzing a national 
sample of high school and college transcripts, Adelman 
provides a narrative about “academic momentum” by 
examining which intermediate academic outcomes 
predict college degree completion.8 The relevant find-
ings include:

1.	 Academic outcomes at the pre-collegiate level: 

a. 	Completing a rigorous high school curriculum 
is the most important pre-collegiate factor that 
increases a student’s chances of postsecondary 
degree completion (Adelman 2006, p. 26-27). Math-
ematics, in particular, is critical, with completion 
of Algebra II or above raising the chances  
of degree completion (p. 30). 

2.	 Academic outcomes at the postsecondary level:

a.	 Continuous enrollment is key. “…[W]ith sixteen 
other variables in play, continuous enrollment 
increases the probability of degree completion  
by 43%” (p. 74).

b.	 Part-time status (enrolling for less than 12 credits 
during any semester) reduces the probability of 
degree completion by about a third (p. 67; see also 
King 2002). 

c.	 Excessive withdrawal (withdrawing from or 
repeating 20 percent or more of one’s courses) 
decreases the probability of earning a bachelor’s 
degree by nearly half (p. 74).

Chapter TWO

Overview of Research on College Student Success
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Academic Engagement: Which Academic 
Behaviors and Attitudes Lead to Academic 
Success? 
Transcript analysis provides us with much information 
about how academic outcomes of each successive semes-
ter build upon one another to ultimately result in degree 
completion—or not. But it does not provide insights into 
what students actually do to achieve those academic 
outcomes. Survey research on students’ academic 
engagement looks at which behaviors and attitudes 
within the campus context increase student success.9

Student engagement is defined as the extent to which a 
student takes part in educationally effective practices. 
Educationally effective practices include: interacting 
with faculty; cooperating with peers on academic tasks; 
participating in active learning such as group projects; 
spending time on tasks (for examples, studying); having 
high expectations for their achievement; and interact-
ing with faculty and other students who respect diverse 
talents and ways of learning. The more time and effort 
a student puts into these educationally effective prac-
tices, the more engaged a student is said to be (Kuh et al.  
2006:, p. 31). 

The relationship between engagement and desired 
college outcomes is well documented. Academic engage-
ment increases the likelihood that a student will persist, 
earn high grades, and ultimately graduate (Kuh et al. 
2006; Tinto and Pusser 2006; Kuh et al.  2007; Pascarella 
et al. 2004). First generation students, in particular, tend 
to have higher levels of academic achievement when 
they are more academically engaged (Pascarella et al. 
2004; Lundberg et al. 2004) as do Black and Hispanic 
students (Fisher 2007) as well as under-prepared 
students (Cruce et al. 2006). 

While first generation students benefit from high levels 
of engagement, overall they have lower levels of engage-
ment than students whose parents went to college 
(Lundberg et al. 2004; Pike and Kuh 2005; Pascarella et 
al. 2004; Nunez and Cuccaro-Alamin 1998). The differ-
ences in engagement between first generation and 
other students are particularly large at public two-year 
colleges, where 40% of first generation students report 
low levels of academic engagement compared to 29% of 
others (Nunez and Cuccaro-Alamin 1998, p. 30). Part-
time students also have low levels of engagement (Kuh 
et al. 2006; CCSSE 2008). Among part-time students at 

d.	 Poor credit accumulation in the first year (earning 
less than 20 credits in the first 12 months) dimin-
ishes the chances of completing a degree by about 
a third (p. 48).

e.	 Enrolling in a developmental course, once other 
factors are taken into account, does not deter 
degree completion (p. 49).

f.	 Completing key academic or “gateway” courses 
increases the chances of degree completion. For 
example, students who earn credits for an Ameri-
can Literature course are six times more likely to 
complete a degree than those who do not. Students 
completing general chemistry are four times more 
likely to earn a degree. Those completing pre-
calculus, introductory economics, introductory 
philosophy or world civilization are three times 
more likely (p. 59).

 

The above patterns of persistence, progress and perfor-
mance matter for all students, no matter what their 
demographic characteristics. However, first generation 
and low-income students are more likely to follow the 
patterns that decrease the chances of degree comple-
tion and less likely to follow patterns that increase it. 
In particular, lack of rigorous high school preparation 
accounts for much of low-income students’ low rate of 
degree completion (Adelman 2007; Cabrera et al. 2005; 
Ishitani 2006; Roderick et al. 2006). In addition, first 
generation students are more likely to attend school 
part-time (Nunez and Cuccaro-Alamin 1998). First 
generation students’ lower degree complete rates are 
also related to completing fewer credits, earning lower 
grades, withdrawing from or repeating more classes, 
and taking fewer academic (gateway) courses (Chen 
2005). It is important to remember that these factors do 
not play out in the same way for all low-income or first 
generation students. Each student’s chances of success 
depend on how the above conditions unfold in his or 
her own particular life (Ishitani 2006). 
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As discussed above, it seems likely that students’ 
decisions to commute is a financial one (Saenz et al. 
2007; Higher Education Research Institute 2007). 

Working too many hours decreases student 
engagement; while working fewer hours on 
campus or at a career-related job increases it. 
Students who work over 20 hours a week are 
much more likely to report that working nega-
tively impacts their grades (Choy and Berker 2003), 
academic progress (Furr 2000), or interactions with 
faculty and peers (Lundberg 2004). Working 15 or 
fewer hours per week, on the other hand, enhances 
a student’s educational experiences, especially if the 
employment is on campus or related to the student’s 
field of study or career goals (Perna et al. 2006, p. 38).

Low-income students’ employment patterns seem to 
lead to low-levels of engagement. While low-income 
students are no more likely to hold a job than other 
students (about three quarters of all students work), 
they tend to work more hours—averaging over 25 
hours a week—and work off campus (Perna et al. 
2006, see also Pascarella et al. 2004). Both of these 
conditions are associated with low levels of engage-
ment. 

Knowing the benefits of educationally purpose-
ful activities and how to engage in them increases 
academic engagement. Research suggests that 
many first generation students may be less engaged 
because they are unaware of the importance of 
engagement or are uncertain of how to become 
involved in these activities (Kuh et al. 2006; Rendon 
2006; Vargas 2004). Students whose parents have 
gone to college often learn about the importance of 
engagement and ways to become involved through 
their parents. First generation students’ parents, 
who by definition lack a college experiences, are 
typically unable to provide this advice (Vargas 
2004). Some first generation students rely on their 
older sibling (Ceja 2006) or peers (Dennis et al. 
2005), but not all are able to do so. 

Having a sense of belonging to the campus 
community allows for more academic engagement. 
For students to become engaged and take advantage 
of institution resources for learning and personal 
development, they must not only know how to 
access them, they must also feel they are invited to 
do so (Kuh et al. 2006, p. 14). In other words, in order 

community colleges, only 15% say they discussed ideas 
about classes, grades, or assignments with instructors 
outside class often, while 47% never had such conversa-
tions (CCSSE 2008).

Contextual Factors: Which Non-Academic 
Conditions Are Associated with Academic 
Engagement? 
Students’ levels of academic success and engagement 
are influenced by multiple contexts, many of which are 
unrelated to the classroom (Perna and Thomas 2006). 
Research has shown that the following non-academic 
conditions are associated with levels of academic 
engagement:

Having too few financial resources. Difficulty 
paying for college is common among students from 
a variety of family backgrounds; but for low-income 
students, it is particularly striking. Middle-income 
students average $994 in unmet needs while low-
income students average $3556 (King 2002, p. 19). 
Depending on the type of institutions students 
attend, 74% - 92% of low-income students say 
they have unmet needs compared to 36% - 65% of 
middle-income students (Choy and Berker 2003, p. 
39). In an attempt to fill this financial gap, students 
may commute, work many hours, or borrow. 
Commuting and working long hours are associated 
with lower levels of engagement, while borrowing 
is associated with higher levels of retention. Low-
income students are more likely to commute or 
work than to borrow (King 2002, p. 20). One reason 
for this is that their families are often misinformed 
about financial aid (Vargas 2004).

Living on campus substantially increases student 
engagement. Residing on campus appears to have 
the same kind of powerful effect on academic 
engagement and outcomes as continuous enroll-
ment (Kuh et al. 2006; King 2002). First generation 
students are more likely to live off campus or at 
home and this appears to be a primary reason 
for their low levels of engagement (Pike and Kuh 
2005, p. 290; IHEP 2001). For example, a study of 
low-income students in New England found that 
students who lived off campus were less likely to 
meet with their advisor on a regular basis or partici-
pate in clubs or community service (IHEP 2001). 
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Institutional Context: What High School 
and College Conditions Support Student 
Engagement and Success?
So far, this chapter has considered academic success and 
engagement from the students’ point of view and looked 
at what conditions support or deter their success. This 
section considers academic engagement and success 
from the institutional point of view, and reviews what 
is known about how institutions shape student engage-
ment and success.

High Schools 
High schools play a key role in college student success. 
As noted above, completion of a rigorous high school 
curriculum greatly enhances students’ chances of 
success. In addition, high schools are in a position 
to provide information about the college admissions 
process, financial aid, and college academic expecta-
tions. Because first generation parents lack specific 
knowledge about the college going process, they tend 
to rely on their children’s high school to be the primary 
provider of this information (Rowan-Kenyon et al. 2008; 
Vargas 2004). However, low-income and first generation 
students often attend “low resourced” high schools with 
curricula that do little to prepare them for college-level 
courses and which lack the capacity to offer adequate 
assistance with college selection and admission (Venezia 
et al. 2003; Vargas 2004).

Postsecondary Institutions
Characteristics, policies and practices of postsecondary 
institutions tend to be associated with levels of student 
engagement and success. Researchers have found that 
institutions with higher than expected student engage-
ment or degree completion have many conditions in 
common (Kuh et al. 2005; Maraskin and Lee 2004; and 
Engle and O’Brien 2007). 

It is important to note that there are some institutional 
characteristics associated with levels of student engage-
ment and graduation rates that colleges can do little 
about. Two-year colleges and less selective colleges tend 
to have lower levels of engagement and graduation in 
part because they enroll students who tend to have 
fewer academic, financial, and social resources. More-
over, even among the same types of colleges, there are 

to be fully engaged, students must feel welcome as 
full members of their campus community, rather 
than alienated from it. First generation, low-income 
and minority students often have a hard time 
developing a sense of belonging to their campus 
community (Rendon 2006; Tinto and Pusser 2006). 
They may find it difficult to fit into an institution 
where the values, traditions, and conventions are in 
stark contrast to those of their families and home 
communities (Rendon 2006, p. 9; Kuh et al. 2006, p. 
14-15). When students’ energy is directed at coming 
to terms with cultural and social conflicts, they have 
less time and energy to engage in effective educa-
tional practices. 

Receiving family encouragement may increase 
academic motivation and engagement. There is 
some evidence that family encouragement is an 
important predictor of college persistence (Hossler 
et al. 2008). Currently, close to the same percentage 
first and second generation college students report 
that parental encouragement is an important reason 
they went to college (47% and 43% respectively) 
(Saenz et al. 2007). However, while low-income 
parents encourage their children to go to college 
and want them to graduate, they often lack the 
specific knowledge about what it takes to succeed in 
college (Rowan et al. 2008; Vargas 2004).

The above conditions play out differently in students’ 
lives depending on their particular circumstances. 
Students who are able to live on campus and work less 
than 20 hours a week do not only have more time to 
study and interact with faculty, they also are able to 
develop a sense of belonging to their college and learn 
how educational activities can lead to success. Students 
who live off campus, work many hours, and have daily 
family responsibilities, simply have little time to become 
engaged, even if they know how to engage academically 
and desire to do so.
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c.	 Especially for commuting and part-time students, 
engaging pedagogies and support systems that 
are integrated into the classroom experience such 
as small learning communities (Tinto and Pusser 
2006).

d.	 Frequent feedback, including entry assessment 
and classroom assessment techniques (Tinto and 
Pusser 2006).

e.	 Comprehensive first-year programs (Engle and 
O’Brien 2007; Hearn 2006). 

f.	 Efforts to improve instruction in ‘gate-keeping’ 
introductory courses (Engle and O’Brien 2007).

3.	 A sense of shared community

a.	 High expectations for all students, including 
students of color and low-income students (Tinto 
and Pusser 2006).

b.	 Respect for diversity (including race/ethnicity/
cultures, talents and abilities, ways of knowing 
and learning) (Hearn 2006).

c.	 Maintaining gathering places for learning for all 
types of students (Kuh et al. 2005).

d.	 For commuter students, and especially part-time 
commuting students, efforts to develop learning 
communities based in the classroom (Tinto 2004: 
Tinto and Pusser 2006). 

4.	 An institutional culture that promotes success

a.	 Shared leadership that is distributed among 
administrators, faculty members, and student 
affairs staff (Kuh et al. 2005).

b.	 A central person, office or committee that coordi-
nates undergraduate education or retention activi-
ties (Engle and O’Brien 2007).

c.	 An emphasis on using data about retention (Engle 
and O’Brien 2007; Maraskin and Lee 2004).

d.	 Strategic use of resources—for example, when 
resources are scarce, small amounts of money are 
made available to support activities consistent 
with the institution’s mission and goals, such as 
developing outcome assessments, obtaining books 
and materials, or providing small emergency loans 
to students in need (Kuh et al. 2005). 

institutional characteristics that are hard to change. In a 
study of small colleges serving high percentages of low-
income students, the colleges with higher graduation 
rates tended to be geographically isolated with homog-
enous student bodies and high rates of residential 
students. Compared to similar colleges with low gradu-
ation rates, these high performing colleges also had 
more resources to spend on students’ education and so 
had more full-time faculty, lower student/faculty ratios, 
and some graduate offerings (Maraskin and Lee 2004). 

Nevertheless, there are many conditions associated 
with high rates of engagement and success that college 
personnel can control. The policies and practices listed 
below are organized around four conditions of student 
success (Engle and O’Brien 2007) and have been asso-
ciated with higher than expected levels of academic 
engagement and degree completion.

1.	 A personalized education experience

a.	 Structured experiences for all students that 
welcome them as community members and 
provide them with information they need to be 
effective students (Kuh et al. 2005).

b.	 Designated faculty or staff members as “first 
responders” to students’ needs (Engle and O’Brien 
2007).

c.	 Special programs for at-risk student populations 
including summer bridge programs (Engle and 
O’Brien 2007; Maraskin and Lee 2004).

d.	 Early warning and advising systems (Engle and 
O’Brien 2007).

e.	 Frequent contact with faculty (Hearn 2006).

2.	 A commitment to student learning or under-
graduate education

a.	 Common use of engaging pedagogies that provide 
opportunities for students to practice what they 
are learning in the classroom, develop leadership 
skills, and work with people from different back-
grounds (Kuh et al. 2005).

b.	 Integrated support systems that include academic 
(developmental courses, tutoring, study groups, 
supplemental education); social (counseling, 
mentoring, ethnic student centers); and financial 
(including work/study) support (Tinto and Pusser 
2006).
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This research provides a context for analyzing and 
understanding the college experiences of BPS graduates, 
many of whom are first generation students from low-
income families or students of color. Such students are 
less likely to complete degrees or to reach critical early 
college success indicators. Their low levels of achieve-
ment are related to inadequate high school preparation 
and lower levels of engagement in college. The lower 
levels of engagement are in part a result of contextual 
factors related to students’ lives outside of college. In 
addition, first generation and low-income students may 
be unfamiliar with campus norms and expectations 
or feel alienated from the campus community. Finally, 
there are many institutional policies and practices that 
research has found encourage student engagement and 
success in a variety of higher education settings. 

This report’s analysis of BPS graduates’ patterns of 
persistence, progress, and performance uses the inter-
mediate academic outcomes research. The concluding 
chapter draws on this chapter in its recommendations 
for high schools, colleges and other organizations that 
serve BPS graduates. 
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This chapter provides summary information on the 
background and college enrollment of the 946 BPS 
graduates in the sample. All students enrolled full-time 
for the first time at a college in the fall of 2005 and had 
graduated from the BPS in 2003, 2004, or 2005. Eighty-
four percent (793 of 946) graduated from BPS in 2005; 5% 
(51 of 946) in 2004; and 1% in 2003 (13 of 946). For 9% (89 
of 946) of students, colleges did not supply the specific 
year of graduation.

College Selectivity Groups
The participating institutions were sorted into four 
“selectivity” groups: four-year more selective, four-year 
medium selective, four-year less selective, and two-year 
colleges. The groups of four-year colleges and universi-
ties were created using the institutions’ overall median 
combined SAT scores as a way to crudely address selec-
tivity effects (i.e., more selective colleges only accepted 
better prepared students). Each group had at least one 
public and one private institution. 

Thirty-six percent of the students in the study sample 
(341 students) enrolled in institutions classified for this 
study as four-year more selective colleges and universi-
ties. There were six institutions in this group with the 
number of students at each college ranging from four to 
144. Twenty-two percent of the students (203 students) 
enrolled in institutions classified as four-year medium 
selective colleges/universities. There were eight colleges 
in this group with initial enrollment from three to 107 
students. Eighteen percent of the students (178 students) 
enrolled in less selective institutions of which there 
were five. Enrollment at individual colleges ranged 
from 11 to 68. Twenty-four percent of the students were 
attending two-year colleges (224). There were four insti-
tutions in this group with initial enrollment ranging 
from 22 to 106 (Table 1).

The sample size in each selectivity group was suffi-
cient to compare results within each group and among 

groups. However, it is not known what percent of the 
total population of BPS graduates starting college full 
time in the fall of 2005 were in each selectivity group. 
So it is important to be cautious about drawing conclu-
sions about all BPS graduates from results based on this 
sample.10 

Demographics: Race and Gender 
Fifty-nine percent of the students were female and 41% 
were male (Table 3). Thirty-two percent were African 
American, 20% Hispanic, 20% Asian, 19% white, and 
9% other or unknown. (Table 2). In this sample, Asians 
were the most likely to be enrolled in more- or medium- 
selective colleges—86% of Asian students enrolled 
in these types of colleges compared to 67% of white, 
42% of Latino, and 41% of African American students. 
Conversely, African American and Latino students 
were more likely to enroll in less selective and two-year 
colleges—58% of each group (Table 4). 

Chapter THree

Description of Boston Public School Graduates  
at Initial College Enrollment

Table 1: 

College Selectivity
Four-Year More Selective 36% (341 of 946)

Four-Year Medium Selective 21% (203 of 946)

Four-Year Less Selective 19% (178 of 946)

Two-Year 24% (224 of 946)

Table 2: 

Race
African American 32% (302 of 946)

Latino 20% (187 of 946)

Asian 20% (193 of 946)

White 19% (177 of 946)

Other 9% (87 of 946)
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Table 3: 

Gender
Female 59% (559 of 946)

Male 41% (387 of 946)

Table 4: 

College Selectivity and Race

College Selectivity Category
 

African American Latino Asian White Other Total

% No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No.

Four-Year More Selective 28% 86 20% 38 52% 100 47% 83 39% 34 36% 341

Four-Year Medium Selective 13% 39 22% 42 34% 66 20% 35 24% 21 21% 203

Four-Year Less Selective 27% 82 26% 48 4% 7 14% 24 20% 17 19% 178

Two-Year 31% 95 32% 59 10% 20 20% 35 17% 15 24% 224

Total 100% 302 100% 187 100% 193 100% 177 100% 87 100% 946

Table 5: 

Exam School Graduates
Exam 41% (384 of 946)

Non-Exam 59% (562 of 946)

Table 6: 

College Selectivity and Exam School Status

College Selectivity Category 
Exam Graduates Non-Exam Graduates Total

% No. % No. % No.

Four-Year More Selective 70% 238 30% 103 100% 341

Four-Year Medium Selective 46% 94 54% 109 100% 203

Four-Year Less Selective 14% 25 86% 153 100% 178

Two-Year 12% 27 88% 197 100% 224

Full Dataset 41% 384 59% 562 100% 946

Table 7: 

Combined SAT Scores (Four-year colleges only)
SAT 1000 or more 52% (359 of 690)

SAT less than 1000 48% (331 of 690)
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Exam School Status
Overall, 59% of the students in the sample graduated 
from non-exam (comprehensive or Pilot) schools, and 
41% graduated from one of Boston’s three exam schools 
(Table 5). By comparison, 74% of all 2005 BPS graduates 
attended non-exam schools and 26% attended exam 
schools. Virtually all exam school students went to 
college, while a significant number of non-exam school 
graduates did not (PIC 2007). As expected, the percent 
of exam school graduates in each group decreased as 
college selectivity decreased. In the four-year more 
selective category, 70% (238 of 341) of the BPS graduates 
who initially enrolled came from exam high schools; in 
the medium selective, 46% (94 of 203) did so; in the less 
selective, 14% (25 of 178) and at two-year colleges, 12% 
(27 of 224) (Table 6). 

SAT Scores
Student transcripts included SAT scores for those 
attending four-year colleges but not two-year colleges.11 
Fifty-two percent (52%) had combined math and verbal 
SAT scores of 1000 or above and 48% had scores below 

1000.12 Eighty percent (80%) of the exam school students 
compared with 20% of the non-exam school students 
had SAT scores 1000 or above. In the college selectiv-
ity groups, 76% of the students attended more selective 
institutions and had SATs 1000 or above compared to 
45% of the students at medium selective and 10% of the 
students at less selective colleges (Tables 7 and 8). 

The median SAT scores of BPS graduates took predict-
able steps downward with each selectivity category. The 
median combined score was 1130 for more selective, 960 
for medium selective, and 780 for less selective colleges. 
Within selectivity groups, median scores for BPS gradu-
ates varied considerably by institution, especially for 
more and medium selective colleges. At more selective 
colleges, the BPS median SAT score at individual insti-
tutions ranged from 985 to 1230; at medium selective 
colleges, the range was 910 to 1120. Less selective institu-
tions had a smaller range between individual colleges 
with a low of 750 and a high of 840 (Table 9). 

There is much overlap between four-year college 
students who graduated from exam schools and those 
with combined SAT scores over 1000. Conversely, there 
were so few non-exam school graduates with SAT scores 

Table 8: 

College Selectivity and SAT Status

College Selectivity Group Combined SAT 1000 or more Combined SAT less than 1000 Total

% No. % No. % No.

Four-Year More Selective 76% 255 24% 82 100% 337

Four-Year Medium Selective 45% 89 56% 111 100% 200

Four-Year Less Selective 10% 15 90% 138 100% 153

Total 52% 359 48% 331 100% 690

Table 9: 

College Selectivity and Median SAT Scores

College Selectivity Group Median SAT for 
BPS graduates

Range of  
Median SAT  

between colleges

Four-Year More Selective 1130 985 -1230

Four-Year Medium Selective 960 910-1120

Four-Year Less Selective 780 750-840
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over 1000 and so few exam school graduates with SAT 
scores under 1000. For this reason, the study does not 
offer further analysis using SAT scores. 

Developmental Course Enrollment
A developmental course (also referred to as a reme-
dial course) is defined as a course for which students 
receive college credits, but the credits do not count 
toward a degree. Developmental courses are designed 
to help students acquire the academic skills necessary 
to succeed in regular college courses. Colleges usually 
assign students to developmental courses based on 
placement tests they administer. Among private institu-
tions, each college decides which placement tests to use, 
the cut-off scores for placement, and whether enrollment 
in developmental courses is mandatory. The Massachu-
setts Department of Higher Education has set consistent 
standards for all public institutions. Most of the more 
selective and some of the medium selective institu-
tions in this study did not offer developmental courses. 

Consequently, drawing conclusions based on differ-
ences between developmental and non-developmental 
students must be done with caution. Whether or not 
students took developmental courses depended in part 
on the policies of the college they attended as well as 
their academic skills. 

In this study, a “developmental” student refers to a 
student who enrolled in at least one developmental 
course during any semester from fall 2005 to fall 2007.  
A “non-developmental” student never enrolled in a 
developmental course during this time period. 

Overall, 30% of the students in this study had enrolled 
in one or more developmental courses during their first 
two years of college and so met the study’s definition as 
a developmental student. Seventy percent (156 of 224) 
of two-year college students took at least one develop-
mental course, while 44% (79 of 178) of students at less 
selective institutions did so. This compares to 18% (36 of 
203) for students at medium selective and only 3% (10 of 
341) of students at more selective institutions (Tables 10 
and 11).

Table 10: 

Developmental Status
Non-Developmental 70% (665 of 946)

Developmental 30% (281 of 965)

Table 11: 

 College Selectivity and Developmental Status

College Selectivity Category 
Non-Developmental Developmental Total

% No. % No. % No.

Four-Year More Selective 97% 331 3% 10 100% 341

Four-Year Medium Selective 82% 167 18% 36 100% 203

Four-Year Less Selective 56% 99 44% 79 100% 178

Two-Year 30% 68 70% 156 100% 224

Full Dataset 70% 665 30% 281 100% 946
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As discussed previously, doing well in college was far 
from the only responsibility that many BPS graduates 
had while they attended college. While it is beyond the 
scope of this study to assess the impact of such chal-
lenges on student achievement, this analysis attempts to 
take them into account by using a nuanced approach to 
college persistence. 

The study examined college persistence by looking at 
student enrollment over five semesters, for every semes-
ter, and on a full-time or part-time basis. Patterns of 
persistence and non-persistence were divided into the 
following categories: 

Persistence
Continuously Enrolled Always Full-Time: Student 
enrolled at the starting institution for five consecutive 
semesters who attempted at least 12 credits every 
semester. 

Continuously Enrolled Ever Part-Time: Student 
enrolled at the starting institution for five consecutive 
semesters who attempted less than 12 credits during at 
least one semester. In other words, though they started 
full-time, between the second and fifth semester, these 
students would have enrolled part-time at least once 
and potentially up to four times. 

Intermittently Enrolled: Student enrolled at the starting 
institution for at least one semester after the first year 
but did not enroll in every semester between Fall 2005 
and Fall 2007. Student could enroll either full- or part-
time. “Stopped out” is another term used to refer to this 
enrollment pattern.

Non-Persisters (at starting institution,  
transfer status is unknown):

Enrolled first year only: Student enrolled for the 
first two semesters (either full-time or part-time in 
the second semester) but did not enroll at the start-
ing institution after the first year. 

Enrolled first semester only: Student never 
enrolled at the starting institution after the first 
semester. 

Identifying students who continuously enrolled full-
time made it possible to examine those students who 
were able to invest substantial effort into making prog-
ress towards a degree. Looking at persistence beyond 
full-time continuous enrollment provided the opportu-
nity to examine students who demonstrated intentions 
to persist in college, even while they could not pursue 
full-time studies. 

The rest of this chapter examines each enrollment 
pattern separately and discusses differences between 
college selectivity groups. In addition, results are 
considered for overall persistence, meaning the combi-
nation of the three persistence categories. 

Continuously Enrolled Always Full-Time 
Overall, just over half (53%) of BPS students in this 
study continuously enrolled full-time at the same 
institution at which they started. However, there were 
marked differences between selectivity groups, with 
80% of the students at more selective colleges continu-
ously enrolled full-time compared to 52% of students 
at medium selective, 44% at less selective, and only 21% 
at two-year colleges (Chart 1). Thus, students attending 
more selective four-year colleges were four times more 
likely to persist full-time without “stopping out” than 
students attending two-year colleges, which have open 
admissions policies. 

Chapter FOUR

The College Persistence of Boston Public School Graduates
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Continuously Enrolled Ever Part-Time
Only 15% (203 of 946) of all students in the study, 
regardless of their persistence category, ever enrolled 
part-time (attempted less than 12 credits).13 Students 
who enrolled part-time for one or more semesters were 
nearly all attending medium selective or two-year 
colleges. In the medium selective category, 23% (77 of 
203) of the students ever enrolled part-time with the 
majority attending one institution, while at two-year 
colleges, 39% (88 of 204) did so. At the more selective 
colleges, only six students ever enrolled part-time and  
at less selective colleges, only two students did so. 

Only eight percent of the total sample continuously 
enrolled but did so occasionally part-time. Again, only 
the medium selective and two-year institutions had 
sizeable numbers of students in this category. Sixteen 
percent of the students at medium selective colleges 
and 17% of all two-year college students continuously 
enrolled part-time (Chart 1).

Intermittently Enrolled
Just as not all students who persisted every semester 
always enrolled full-time, some students attended 
college intermittently, that is, enrolling either full-time 
or part-time some semesters while not enrolling at all 
other semesters. Students who follow this pattern of 
enrollment are sometimes said to have stopped out. 

This intermittent enrollment pattern suggests that 
such students had the intention to persist in college 
even while they were unable to do so consistently.14 In 
particular, two-year college students were likely to occa-
sionally stop out. Twenty-eight percent of the students 
at two-year colleges followed this pattern, compared 
to 17% of students at less selective institutions, 13% at 
medium selective, and 10% at more selective institutions 
(Chart 1). 

Overall Persistence
Combining the three persistence categories produced 
a more positive picture of persistence than merely 
considering continuously full-time enrollment rates. 
With this broad notion of persistence, differences 
among selectivity categories decreased. The increase for 
two-year colleges was especially marked. While only 
21% of two-year college students continuously enrolled 
full-time, 65% persisted in some way at the institu-
tion at which they started. Similarly, 61% of students at 
four-year less selective colleges persisted in some way, 
compared to 44% who continuously enrolled full-time. 
The persistence rate for students at medium selective 
institutions increased to 81%, just 10 points lower than 
the rate at more selective colleges (orange-shaded areas 
on Chart 1).

Chart 1

Persistence Categories by College Selectivity Group
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Non-persistence
Non-persistence was defined as never enrolling at the 
starting institution after the first semester or first year. 
As noted earlier, some of these students may have 
transferred to another institution or would return to the 
starting institution at a later time. This study, however, 
was not able to gather information either on student 
transfer or students who returned after the fifth semes-
ter. In the next chapter, the academic achievement of 
non-persisters is examined in order to get a sense of the 
number of students who, based on their college tran-
scripts, might have had the opportunity to transfer or 
return.

Twenty-three percent of the students studied did not 
persist at their starting institution after their first year, 
with less selective and two-year colleges having the 
highest non-persistence rates. Thirty-nine percent of 
the students at less selective and 35% at two-year insti-
tutions fell into this category. The medium and more 
selective colleges had far fewer students who did not 
persist—19% and 9%, respectively (Chart 1).15

While four-year less selective and two-year colleges 
had similar rates of persistence, the patterns of non-
persistence differed. Compared to two-year college 
students, students at less selective four-year institutions 
were more likely to continue for a full year and then 
never return rather than stop after only one semester. Of 
all students at less selective colleges, 30% only enrolled 
for the first two semesters and just nine percent (9%) 
only for the first semester. By contrast, 20% of two-year 
college students enrolled for the first two semesters only 
and 15% for the first semester only (Chart 1). 

Conclusion
In sum, BPS graduates who attended colleges with 
higher academic admission requirements were more 
likely to persist and much more likely to do so full-time 
every semester than students attending colleges with 
less stringent admission requirements. However, differ-
ences between college selectivity groups were smaller 
when applying a broad definition of persistence that 
included part-time students who continuously enrolled 
and those who stopped out. In particular, two-year 
college students who persisted were likely to do so at 
least occasionally part-time or intermittently. Conse-
quently, applying this broad definition of persistence 
meant that two-year colleges’ persistence rate increased 
threefold and the gap between two-year colleges and 
four-year more selective colleges was cut in half. 

These results hint at the substantial differences among 
the study’s participating colleges and students, and 
the complexities of the lives of BPS graduates. The 
next chapter delves deeper in factors shaping students’ 
college success by looking at how persistence patterns 
affect the rate at which students progress (accumulate 
credits at a sufficient rate) and perform (earn a satisfac-
tory GPA).

What are the implications of the large numbers of 
students at two-year and less selective colleges 
who enrolled at least occasionally part-time, but 

did so continuously or who enrolled intermittently?
Because these students were still attending college 

in some way two years after initially enrolling full-

time, it seems likely that many still had aspirations 

to complete a college degree. Furthermore, since 

these students continued to enroll at the same insti-

tution where they began their higher education, 

it appears they had made some kind of positive 

connection with that institution. As we will see in 

the next chapter, however, the academic achieve-

ment of continuously enrolled part-time or intermit-

tent students was below those who continuously 

enrolled full-time. Given these findings, it is impor-

tant to learn more about the college experiences of 

part-time and intermittent students. Why did they 

decide to enroll part-time or to “stop out” for a 

semester or two? Why have they kept coming back 

to the same college? What challenges have they 

faced during college? In what ways did part-time or 

intermittent enrollment increase or decrease their 

academic performance? What more could be done 

to improve the academic progress and performance 

of these students?
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Of the students who did not persist beyond the first 
year, why were students at four-year less selective 

schools more likely to persist for two semesters 
than students at two-year colleges? 

It is possible that the environment at four-year 

less selective colleges makes it more conducive for 

students to persist through two semesters. All of the 

less selective colleges gave students the option to 

live on campus, and most had at least half of their 

students doing so. None of the two-year colleges 

had residence halls. Much research has shown that 

living off campus is associated with lower levels 

of academic engagement. In addition, the envi-

ronment at less selective colleges may have been 

more conducive to commitment in part because 

most students at these institutions are full-time 

traditional age college students who expected to 

attend college full-time for four or five consecutive 

years. At the two-year colleges, on other hand, the 

majority of students are part-time or older return-

ing adults and stopping out was a common prac-

tice. (See Tables 12 and 13 for residential nature of 

college and support services offered.)
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Students do not earn college degrees by merely persist-
ing; they must also progress and perform at sufficient 
levels. When college success is defined as a college 
degree, it is necessary to look not merely at whether 
students enroll in any given semester, but also how 
many credits they earn each semester (progress) and  
the grades they receive for those courses (performance). 

The intensity at which students persist (or not) in college 
influences the likelihood of them earning a degree 
(Adelman 2006, p. xxi). BPS students who enrolled part-
time or intermittently (since they had enrolled in fewer 
credits) would not be expected to be as far along in their 
degree as continuously enrolled full-time students. As 
will become apparent, however, BPS graduates’ patterns 
of persistence (like students nationally) also affected 
their academic achievement in more profound ways.

This chapter examines different levels of academic 
achievement (satisfactory, low, and high) for the four 
persistence categories—continuously enrolled always 
full-time, continuously enrolled ever part-time, intermit-
tent, and non-persisters—and considers how students 
in each of these categories faired in terms of progress 
and performance. Variation between college selectivity 
groups is also examined. 

Satisfactory Academic Achievement 
The study combines measures of satisfactory progress 
and satisfactory performance into one variable referred 
to as “satisfactory academic achievement.” Satisfactory 
progress is defined as earning credits at a rate allowing 
degree completion within 150% of expected program 
time (six years for a four-year degree and three years 
for a two-year degree).16, 17 Satisfactory academic perfor-
mance is defined as maintaining a “C” average (2.0 
GPA).18 If students reached or exceeded both of these 
measures, they were designated as achieving at a  
satisfactory academic level. 

Continuously enrolled full-time students were by far the 
most academically successful on this measure compared 
to students in the other persistence categories. By the 
end of their second year, 89% (448 of 506) were achieving 
at satisfactory academic levels. Continuously enrolled 
full-time students were at least three times more likely 
to reach this level than students who enrolled intermit-
tently or did not persist at the starting institution (Chart 
2). These high rates of satisfactory academic achieve-
ment for continuously enrolled full-time students 
remained when students were broken into college 
selectivity groups, though more and medium selective 
colleges had higher rates than less selective and two-
year colleges (Chart 2). 

Overall, students who continuously enrolled but did 
so occasionally part-time were not as likely to reach 
satisfactory achievement levels as their always full-
time counterparts. However, they were substantially 
more likely to do so than intermittent or non-persisting 
students. Forty-seven percent of continuously enrolled 
part-time students reached satisfactory achievement 
compared to 21% for intermittent and 27% of non-
persisting students. This pattern continued when 
students were broken out into college selectivity  
groups (Chart 2).

In sum, consistent persistence, especially when it was 
full-time, increased the likelihood that a student would 
achieve at satisfactory levels. Continuously enrolled 
students, and particularly continuously enrolled full-
time students, were much more likely to be making 
satisfactory academic progress and performance than 
intermittent or non-persisting students. 

Chapter FIVE

The Progress and Performance of Boston Public School  
Graduates in College



34 U n d e r s t a n d i n g  B o s t o n

What was the likelihood that non-persisters transferred to another institution? 
The satisfactory academic achievement variable is one way to estimate students’ opportunity to transfer or 
to return to their starting institution. Satisfactory achievement for non-persisters was defined as earning an 
average of 10 credits a semester and maintaining a 2.0 GPA. Since all students attempted at least 12 credits 
in the first semester and many continued to do so in the second, most students earning fewer than 10 credits 
per semester likely withdrew from or failed at least one or two courses. A GPA below 2.0 placed a student 
on academic probation at most participating colleges. In other words, students failing to reach satisfac-
tory achievement would not likely have had the opportunity to transfer or return to the starting institution. 
Colleges would be unlikely to accept students who had withdrawn or failed a couple of college courses or 
who were on academic probation at another college.19 Moreover, some colleges would have required transfer 
students to have a better than satisfactory record. 

At most, just over a quarter (27%) of students who did not persist at their starting institution had academic 
records that would allow them the opportunity to transfer to another college or re-enroll in their original one. 
In terms of college selectivity, 44% of more selective, 13% of medium selective, 33% of less selective and 21% of 

two-year college students might have had this opportunity (Chart 2). 

Chart 2

Satisfactory Achievement by Persistence Category and College Selectivity
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Low Progress (Excessive Credit Withdrawal)
In every college selectivity group, continuously enrolled 
students had lower rates of excessive withdrawal than 
their counterparts who enrolled intermittently or did 
not persist (Chart 3). Eleven percent of continuously 
enrolled full-time students had excessive withdrawal 
compared with 29% of continuously enrolled ever part-
time time students and approximately half of intermit-
tent enrollers (55%) and non-persisters (48%) (Chart 3). 
Many students at less selective and two-year colleges—
no matter what their persistence category—had high 
rates of excessive withdrawal. In contrast, students from 
more selective institutions, regardless of their persis-
tence category, had excessive withdrawal rates that were 
lower or nearly equal to students from less selective 
institutions and two-year colleges who were continu-
ously enrolled fulltime. 

Low Progress and Performance 
Another way to look at how persistence affects academic 
achievement is to study the students who were not 
doing well—those whose academic records indicated 
that they had lost academic momentum and were not 
advancing toward a college credential. Two variables 
of poor academic achievement are examined: 1) low 
progress or “excessive withdrawal” which is defined 
as withdrawing from or failing at least 12 credits (or 
about one semester’s worth of classes) over the course of 
all semesters in which a student enrolled; 20 and 2) low 
performance or “low GPA,” defined as  
earning less than a C- (1.7 GPA).

Chart 3

Low Progress by Persistence Category and College Selectivity Group 
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Low Performance (Low Grade Point Average)
Very few students, who continuously enrolled, whether 
part-time or full-time, had low performance. Over-
all, only three percent of students who continuously 
enrolled full-time and seven percent of continuously 
enrolled part-time students had low GPAs (Grade Point 
Average). In contrast, 48% of intermittent enrollers 
and 45% of non-persisters had low GPAs (Chart 4). 
This pattern varied little for college selectivity groups. 
Students who enrolled intermittently or did not persist 
had substantially higher rates of poor performance 
no matter what their college selectivity groups than 
continuously enrolled always full-time or ever part-time 
students. For example, students at more selective institu-
tions who stopped out were three times more likely to 
have performed poorly than two-year college students 
who occasionally enrolled part-time but never stopped 
out (Chart 4).

At colleges with less stringent admissions requirements, 
rates of excessive withdrawal were high for all students, 
including those continuously enrolled full-time. Of 
students in this persistence category, close to a third of 
students at four-year less selective college and a fifth of 
students at two-year ones had withdrawn or failed at 
least a semester’s worth of credits (12 or more credits 
(Chart 4).

At colleges with less stringent admissions requirements, 
rates of excessive withdrawal were high for all students, 
including those continuously enrolled full-time. Of 
students in this persistence category, close to a third of 
students at four-year less selective college and a fifth of 
students at two-year ones had withdrawn or failed at 
least a semester’s worth of credits (12 or more credits 
(Chart 4).

At colleges with less stringent admissions requirements, 
rates of excessive withdrawal were high for all students, 
including those continuously enrolled full-time. Of 
students in this persistence category, close to a third of 
students at four-year less selective college and a fifth of 
students at two-year ones had withdrawn or failed at 
least a semester’s worth of credits (12 or more credits 
(Chart 3).

Chart 4

 Low Performance by Persistence Category and College Selectivity Group
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What are some other ways that students  
lose momentum? 

Stopping out was not the only way students lost 

momentum. Many continuously enrolled full-time 

students who did not make satisfactory progress 

in the first year had difficulty gaining back lost 

momentum. Only 46% (13 of 28) of continuously 

enrolled full-time students who earned fewer than 

20 credits in their first year were making satisfac-

tory progress (had earned at least 40 credits) by the 

end of their second year, and none was on track to 

graduate in 100% (two/four years) of their program 

time. Once behind, it was difficult for many 

students to catch up and for many of those who 

were doing “okay” to move ahead and excel. 

What are the potential consequences of  
excessive withdrawal? 

In his analysis of a national sample of four-year 

college students, Adelman found that excessive 

withdrawal without penalty often prevents students 

from earning a degree (Adelman 2006). BPS gradu-

ates interviewed, however, seemed to hold a differ-

ent view on the subject. When asked what their 

peers should do if they are doing poorly in a course, 

BPS graduates generally recommended that they 

withdraw so they can keep up their GPA. Students 

had this to say about how to address low perfor-

mance in a course: 

Go to the professor and ask… what [you] can  

do to not fail the course. And if it’s going to affect 

your GPA and you have a scholarship, see if you 

can still withdraw from the course. Even though 

it’s going to show on your transcript, it’s not 

going to affect your GPA. 

The quantitative analysis showed the negative 

consequences of this strategy. For the majority of 

those students who continuously enrolled, what 

prevented them from reaching satisfactory (or 

good) progress was not their GPA or the number of 

credits they attempted, but rather the fact that they 

did not complete sufficient credits.22

Withdrawal may keep up a student’s GPA but at the 

expense of fewer credits earned. For many students, 

the long-term consequence of fewer accumulated 

credits might be paying for an extra year (or two) 

of college or delaying starting a job that provides 

college-degree wages. 

Given this combination of high rates of excessive 

withdrawal or failure and the potentially serious 

consequences of such actions, exploring the causes 

of excessive withdrawal might lead to some innova-

tive ideas for increasing students’ progress. 

What are the potential perils of stopping out? 
Many faculty and staff interviewed talked about the 

difficulty of getting back “on the academic track” 

once a student had fallen off. The quantitative find-

ings support this view. Compared to their continu-

ously enrolled counterparts, intermittent students 

as a whole were not doing well in college. The inef-

fectiveness of a “stopping out” strategy was not due 

merely to students attempting fewer credits. Rather, 

stopping out seemed to result in students somehow 

losing momentum as they often completed courses 

with poor grades or never completed them at all.21 
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Of the continuously enrolled full-time students, those at 
colleges with higher selectivity were more likely to have 
achieved good progress than others. Students at two-
year colleges in particular were not fairing well in terms 
of “on time” graduation (Chart 5). Only 15% of students 
who had continuously enrolled full-time (7 of 47) gradu-
ated with an associate degree  
in two years. 

As for high levels of performance, although some 
students in every persistence category had maintained 
at least a “B” average, continuously enrolled full-time 
students were much more likely to have done so. Close 
to three times as many continuously enrolled full-time 
students had at least a “B” average compared to inter-
mittent or non-persisting students (Chart 6). In addition, 
students at more and medium selective colleges were 
much more likely to be maintaining high grades than 
students at less selective or two-year colleges. At more 
and medium selective colleges, about half of the contin-
uously enrolled full-time students were reaching levels 
of high performance, while only 14 % of less selective 
students and 26% of two-year college students in this 
persistence category were doing so.

High Academic Achievement 
Another issue related to consistent persistence and 
academic success is which students were progressing 
and performing at high enough levels to be eligible for 
graduate or professional school. The variables used here 
are: 1) Good Progress—earning credits at a rate to be on 
track to graduate in 100% of expected program time23; 
and 2) High Performance—earning at least a “B” aver-
age (3.0 GPA). 

Continuously enrolled full-time students were essen-
tially the only students able to reach this high level of 
academic progress. Half of the continuously enrolled 
full-time students had achieved “good progress” and 
were on track to graduate in 100% of expected program 
time. Only four students in any of the other enrollment 
categories were progressing at this rate (Chart 5).
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Note that only 4 students who were not continuously enrolled full-time made 
“good progress.”

Good Progress is defined as accumulating credits at a rate to graduate in 100% of 
expected program time. Students at four-year colleges had earned at least half of 
the minimum number of credits to graduate. Students at two-year colleges had 
earned the minimum number of credits needed to graduate. 

Why were students at more and medium  
selective colleges much more likely to be reaching  

high levels of achievements? 
Undoubtedly part of the reason for this was 

that these students were entering college better 

prepared academically. (Recall that these college 

selectivity groups had the lion’s share of exam 

school graduates and those with higher SAT 

scores.) But more may be at play here: perhaps 

faculty at more and medium selective colleges 

assume their students will graduate in four years 

and earn at least B’s. Students in an environment 

with high expectations typically are more likely to 

achieve them (Cortes and McFarlin Jr. 2007). 

Chart 5

Good Progress of Continuously Enrolled Full-Time Only  
by College Selectivity Category
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Why were students’ rates of progress lower than 
their rates of performance  

at any given level of achievement? 
Students who continuously enrolled were less 
likely to have reached the cut-off for credit 
accumulation than for GPA whether they were 
achieving at low, satisfactory, or high levels. It is 
not entirely clear why this is so. Perhaps some 
students made a practice of withdrawing from 
courses in which they expected to receive a low 
grade, hence slowing credit accumulation while 
maintaining GPA. Or perhaps students with low 
GPAs were unlikely to be continuously enrolled 
because they were discouraged from re-enrolling 
(or not allowed to re-enroll) since their low GPA 
put them on academic probation or made them 
ineligible for financial aid. Further research, 
perhaps quantitative analysis at the course-level, 
along with qualitative inquiry, could shed light  
on this topic. 

High Rates of Progress and Number  
of Attempted Credits
There was one exception to this pattern of higher rates 
of performance than progress (Chart 5) that merits 
further exploration.24 Continuously enrolled full-time 
students at less selective colleges were more likely 
to be on time to graduate in 100% of program time 
than to have earned a “B” average. This higher rate of 
good progress for students at less selective colleges 
can be explained in part by examining total credits 
attempted. Students continuously enrolled full-time 
at less selective institutions attempted on average 65 
credits (median number) compared to only 54 credits 
for two-year students (Chart 7). Most continuously 
enrolled full-time two-year college students were not 
on track to graduate at 100% of expected program time, 
simply because they were not attempting enough cred-
its. Moreover, students at less selective colleges seemed 
to have attempted enough credits to give them some 
“wiggle room.” By attempting substantially more than 
the minimum number of credits, some were on track 
to graduate in 100% of expected program time despite 
withdrawing or failing a substantial number of credits.

Chart 6

High Performance by Persistence Category and College Selectivity Group
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Conclusion
In sum, the major findings in this chapter are: 

n	 Consistent persistence was a critical factor to 
academic success for BPS graduates. In line with 
national findings, students who continuously 
enrolled and did so always full-time were particu-
larly likely to be successful, regardless of which type 
of college they attended.25 They had higher rates of 
satisfactory academic achievement and far lower 
rates of low progress and performance than students 
with other enrollment patterns. For example, two-
year college students who enrolled full-time every 
semester were almost twice as likely to have reached 
satisfactory achievement levels as students at more 
selective colleges who had stopped out. These find-
ings strongly suggest that full-time continuous enroll-
ment is the most effective strategy for college success. 
Chapter Seven explores the acquisition of college 
knowledge as potentially a primary reason for why 
continuously enrolled students fare well in college.

n	 Students who enrolled every semester but did so 
occasionally part-time, while not doing as well as 
their full-time counterparts, had higher levels of 
academic achievement than those who stopped out. 

Chart 7

Median Number of Total Credits Attempted and Earned of Continuously Enrolled Full-Time by College Selectivity
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For instance, students who enrolled intermittently at 
more selective colleges were three times more likely 
to have low GPAs than students at two-year colleges 
who enrolled every semester but were sometimes 
part-time. For some students who are not able to 
continuously enroll full-time, it may be far better to 
enroll every semester part-time than to stop out for  
a semester or two.

n	 When students who persisted were not achieving 
at satisfactory levels, it was more likely to be due 
to earning insufficient credits than to low grades. 
Students were much more likely to be behind in 
credit accumulation than to have a grade point  
average below that required for graduation. 

n	 At colleges with less stringent admission require-
ment, many students had excessive credit with-
drawal. The difference between students at four-year 
less selective and two-year colleges on this measure 
implied that variation in institutional policies and 
practices may influence the rate at which they accu-
mulate credits.
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Why were two-year students attempting fewer credits than four-year less selective students? 

Massachusetts public two-year colleges charge for tuition by the credit, while the four-year less selective 

colleges charge a flat rate to enroll full-time and allow students to register for a certain total number of cred-

its per semester for that fee. Consequently, most of the two-year college students had a financial incentive to 

take a modest course load, while students paying a flat fee at four-year less selective colleges had a financial 

incentive to register for as many courses as allowed for that fee. In addition to cost-related issues, the two-year 

colleges, unlike most of the four-year colleges, were commuting campuses where students travel to campus 

for classes and tend to have more non-academic responsibilities than students living in residence halls. These 

factors may hinder two-year college students from enrolling in as many courses as those attending less selec-

tive four-year colleges. 

When might part-time, continuous enrollment be an effective strategy for college success? 

The analysis in this chapter suggests that continuously enrolled part-time students were in some sense “in 

between” students. Their academic achievement lagged behind continuously enrolled full-time students, but it 

was substantially better than intermittent students. Part-time enrollment seems to entail some risk. Neverthe-

less, the qualitative findings from this study suggest part-time enrollment for some students may be their best 

alternative. 

As several of the faculty and staff interviewed reflected on the conditions under which many BPS graduates 

attended college, they observed that part-time enrollment for some students may be a strategy that allowed 

them to stay clear of academic probation and remain in college. One faculty member suggested that students 

would do better if they got out of the four-year mindset. They could take fewer courses each semester, but 

work harder and be more successful in those courses. One said:

I do a lot of one-on-one. I know the traditional set for college is four years; but the reality is [that] a lot of 

people don’t finish in four years. And it’s trying to get [students] away from that mind set of “I have to do 

this in four years.” And getting them to understand that,”It’s okay not to do it in four years; you’ll probably 

be more successful.” Some of these students have so many things pulling them in different directions.

Perhaps for students who lack academic skills and need to study more, or for students whose outside respon-

sibilities prevent them from devoting full-time to their studies, the slow but steady option (continuously 

enrolled part-time) is their best pathway to college success. 
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88%; for less selective, 17% and 63%; and for two-year 
colleges, 14% and 41% (Chart 8). Similar disparities also 
were found when considering satisfactory achievement 
and good progress for continuously enrolled full-time 
students (Charts 9 and 10). 

Another salient finding in the institutional-level analy-
sis was that one college in every selectivity group was 
at the top of its group on every measure (note the black 
outlined orange squares in Charts 9 and 10). The result 
was particularly striking for less selective and two-year 
colleges, where the top college tended to have student 
achievement rates similar to those in the middle or 
upper range of medium selective colleges. Moreover, 
while not as tight a connection, there were usually one 
or two colleges consistently found at the bottom of their 
college selectivity group in terms of academic success. 

The analysis, so far, has revealed that students attend-
ing colleges with higher selectivity were more likely to 
persist and to do so with the most intensity, that is, to 
be continuously enrolled full-time. In addition, of those 
who continuously enrolled full-time, students at more 
and medium selective colleges were progressing and 
performing at higher levels. A look inside the college 
selectivity groups to examine individual college results, 
however, revealed some striking exceptions to those 
findings.

When examining rates of persistence within each 
college selectivity group, there was at least a 25 percent-
age point difference between the college with the lowest 
continuously enrolled full-time rate and the one with 
the highest. For more selective colleges, the range was 
between 70% and 95%; for medium selective 36% and 

Chapter Six

Institutional Differences in Academic Outcomes  
within College Selectivity Groups

Chart 8

Persistence: Continuously Enrolled Full-Time Students by College Selectivity Group

4-Year More Selective
(80% Overall Average)

4-Year Medium Selective
(52% Overall Average)

4-Year Less Selective
(44% Overall Average)

Two-Year
(21% Overall Average)

Continuously Enrolled Full-Time is defined as enrolling for five consecutive semesters from Fall 2005 to Fall 2007 and attempting at least 12 credits in every semester.
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Chart 9

Satisfactory Achievement of Continuously Enrolled Full-Time Students by College Selectivity Group

4-Year More Selective
(92% Overall Average)

4-Year Medium Selective
(94% Overall Average)

4-Year Less Selective
(77% Overall Average)

2-Year
(77% Overall Average)
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Satisfactory Achievement is defined as earning credits at a rate to graduate in 150% of expected program time (40 credits over two years) and earning at least a 2.0 GPA
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Chart 10

Good Progress of Continuously Enrolled Full-Time Students by College Selectivity Group 

4-Year More Selective
(63% Overall Average)

4-Year Medium Selective
(42% Overall Average)

4-Year Less Selective
(36% Overall Average)

2-Year
(17% Overall Average)

Good Progress is defined as earning credits at a rate to graduate in 100% of expected program time (half of the credits needed to graduate for four-year colleges and 
all the credits needed to graduate for two-year colleges. 
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How can a college offer so many academic support 
services and not have more students succeeding? 

Several college faculty members as well as career 

coaches from a local nonprofit provided insight 

into this question. In their experience, colleges’ 

academic support services were not always the 

“right fit” for BPS graduates, and even when the 

services matched the students’ needs, students 

were not always able to access them. A career coach 

pointed out: 

The school might say that students have access to 

an hour of tutoring a week—which is great. But, 

the quality of the tutoring might not be great. Or 

our student might not have the skills to engage 

with the tutor in a constructive way. So even 

though that service is available, I’ve found that 

often it isn’t something the launches our students 

forward. 

A faculty member at a two-year college offered this 

insight on access: 

We offer as many support services as I’ve ever 

seen, anywhere. It’s getting those students to be 

able to take advantage of them that becomes a 

challenge…

These seasoned practitioners, in line with national 

research, emphasized that those who provide 

academic support to students must be prepared to 

teach more than course content to students. Some 

students will need help with study skills as well 

as managing multiple responsibilities. In addition, 

the services must be offered at accessible times 

and places. In sum, it seems that merely offer-

ing programs and services will not ensure broad 

student success; rather the programs and services 

must strive to effectively serve all the students who 

need them. 

The colleges with high rates of success among BPS 
graduates also tended to have the highest overall insti-
tutional graduating rates in their selectivity group. 
Likewise, the colleges with the lowest rate of academic 
success among BPS graduates ended up at or near the 
bottom in terms of institutional graduation rates for 
their selectivity group for all students (Appendix B). 

Effects of Institutional Attributes Unclear
The institutional attributes that led to better than aver-
age (or lower than average) college success rates among 
BPS graduates or their general student population were 
not immediately clear. It was difficult to find a pattern 
between rates of student success at particular colleges 
and median SAT scores, percent of students living 
on campus, cost of attendance, or percent of unmet 
financial need (Appendix B). In addition, when types 
of student support services provided by colleges were 
examined, almost all institutions were found to offer 
nearly all types of services. For example, nearly all 
colleges had a learning center, study skills assistance, 
academic tutoring, financial aid counseling, career 
counseling and some kind of first year orientation 
program (Appendix B).
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and two-year college students’ experiences found that 
enrollment in developmental courses was not strongly 
associated with lower rates of persistence or academic 
achievement. Given that there was no standard proce-
dure across colleges for placing a student in develop-
mental courses, it is unclear what these findings mean. 

Exam versus Non-Exam School Graduates
As expected, exam school graduates had much higher 
rates of academic success than their counterparts who 
graduated from comprehensive or Pilot high schools. In 
terms of persistence, exam school graduates were not 
only more likely to persist in some way, they were more 
likely to do so every semester and always full-time. 
Using a broad definition of persistence (enrolled at least 
once after the first year either part-time or full-time), 
88% percent of exam school graduates persisted in some 
way compared to 70% of non-exam students (Chart 11). 
With a more stringent definition of persistence—contin-

This study considered academic preparation for 
college from two vantage points: whether BPS gradu-
ates attended an exam school or non-exam school and 
whether they enrolled in one or more developmental 
courses. While the study did not focus on the effects of 
high school preparation on college success, it did find 
differences in the persistence, progress, and perfor-
mance of BPS graduates based on whether they attended 
an exam or non-exam high school and whether they 
enrolled in one or more developmental courses in 
college. An analysis of differences between exam and 
non-exam school graduates is consistent with the find-
ings of numerous national studies substantiating the 
importance of a rigorous high school curriculum and 
the acquisition of solid academic skills to college success. 

The results for enrollment in developmental course 
work are not as clear. Looking at all students in the 
study, those who enrolled in at least one developmen-
tal course had lower academic achievement on every 
measure. However, an analysis of four-year less selective 

Chapter Seven 

Academic Preparation Prior to College

Chart 11

Persistence Categories by Exam School Status and College Selectivity Group
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too small to produce meaningful results, however. At 
less selective colleges, there were only 11 exam school 
graduates who continuously enrolled full-time, and at 
two-year colleges, there were only seven. 

Outcomes for Non-Developmental versus 
Developmental Students
Students who never enrolled in a developmental course 
were far more likely to be academically successful than 
those who enrolled in at least one such course. Using 
a broad definition of persistence (enrolled at least once 
after the first year either part-time or full-time), 83% of 
non-developmental students persisted while only 64% 
of developmental students did so (Chart 12). With a 
more stringent definition of persistence—continuously 
enrolled full-time—the differences were even greater. 
Sixty-five percent of non-developmental students 
persisted compared to only 27% of developmental 
students (Chart 12).

uously enrolled full-time—the differences were even 
greater. Seventy-one percent of exam school graduates 
continuously enrolled full-time compared to 41% of non-
exam school (Chart 11).

Graduating from an exam school also was associated 
with higher rates of progress and performance. Of the 
continuously enrolled full-time students, 95% of exam 
school graduates compared to 81% of non-exam school 
graduates were achieving at a satisfactory level.26 When 
high levels of progress and performance were consid-
ered, the gaps were even greater. Sixty-four percent of 
exam school graduates were earning credits at a rate 
that would allow them to earn a degree in 100% (two/
four years) of expected program time (“good progress”) 
while only 34% of non-exam students were doing so. 
The results for high levels of performance were similar. 

When students were divided into college selectivity 
groups, exam school graduates at more and medium 
selective colleges had higher rates of academic success 
than non-exam students. The number of exam school 
graduates at less selective and two-year colleges was 
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and non-developmental students were equally likely 
to have achieved at satisfactory academic levels (Chart 
13). In addition, at two-year colleges, for continuously 
enrolled full-time students, taking a developmental 
course did not affect the likelihood of students earning 
a high GPA (Chart 14).

Conclusion
In sum, exam school graduates were more likely to be 
academically successful in college. Similarly, in general 
students who never enrolled in a developmental course 
were more likely to be successful than those enrolled in 
at least one. However, when only students who attended 
colleges with less stringent admissions requirements 
were considered, differences between the achievement 
of developmental and non-developmental students 
decreased, at times to the point where there were few 
discernible differences. Why this is so remains unclear. 

In addition, students who never took a developmental 
course were far more likely to be reaching satisfactory 
achievement than those who did—91% of non-devel-
opmental students compared to 74% developmental 
students (Chart 13).27 When high levels of progress 
were considered, the gaps became greater still: 55% of 
non-developmental students compared to 21% of devel-
opmental students were earning credits at this rate.28 The 
results for high levels of performance (GPA) were simi-
lar (Chart 14). 

When students were broken into college selectivity 
groups, at times there was little difference between 
developmental and non-developmental students on 
rates of academic success.29 At four-year less selective 
and two-year colleges, the percent of students who 
continuously enrolled was the same for both those who 
took at least one developmental course and those who 
never enrolled in such a course (Chart 12). Moreover, 
among those who continuously enrolled full-time at 
four-year less selective colleges, both developmental  

Chart 13

Satisfactory Achievement of Continuously Enrolled  
Full-Time Students by Developmental Status
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High Performance of Continuously Enrolled Full-Time 
Students by Developmental Status
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Why were there at times few academic  
differences among developmental and  

non-developmental students at four-year  
less selective and two-year colleges? 

There is no simple answer to this question. The 
results of national research on the effectiveness 
of developmental studies have been mixed and 
complicated.30 One study found that developmental 
status did not affect degree completion (Adelman 
2006, p. xiii). Adelman writes, “Sufficient numbers 
of students who took remedial courses successfully 
moved through so that remediation did not make a 
strategic difference in degree completion.” Another 
study found that students who took a developmen-
tal course and passed the first time were as likely 
to graduate as those not enrolling in a develop-
mental course. However, those who enrolled in but 
did not pass a developmental course the first time 
had very low graduation rates (Nora et al. 2005). 
Other research examining only students with 
placement test scores clustered around the cut-off 
score found that students who barely failed and 
so were required to take a developmental course 
tended to have more early college success than 
those who just passed and did not take a develop-
mental course. However, this early success did not 
continue for graduation rates. (Calcagno and Long 
2008; Bettinger and Long (forthcoming).) To compli-
cate theses findings, there is evidence that many 
students whose assessment scores indicate that 
they should be taking developmental courses do 

not in fact enroll in them (Bailey et al. 2008). 
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The solid college knowledge of the students interviewed 
contrasted with what faculty and staff said about 
the lack of knowledge and skills that first generation 
students generally bring to college. This seeming contra-
diction may reflect the relative success of students who 
persisted and had time to participate in a focus group 
compared to students who had not persisted or whose 
multiple commitments prevented them from talking to  
a researcher. 

Below is a synthesis of the responses from student focus 
groups to the question, “What advice would you give 
to an incoming BPS graduate to help them succeed in 
college?” The insights of staff and faculty are included 
at points to illuminate the students’ views.

Time Management Skills. Faculty and staff mentioned 
that first generation students often lacked time manage-
ment skills. Student focus group participants had much 
to say on the subject. 

Don’t overload your course schedule.

My freshman year fall semester I took five classes and 
it was too easy for me. I didn’t have homework. Then 
second semester my freshman year I took seven classes 
all together even though you have to pay extra for it…
and it was so hard I had to drop one class.

Don’t work more than 15 to 20 hours a week. 

My first semester here I worked 40 hours since that is 
what I did in high school, but that was too much. 

Make a realistic schedule. 

You have to be efficient. Last year I stayed in the 
library for so long I slept half the time and that wasn’t 
efficient.

Don’t sign up for courses that are scheduled at a time 
when you’re going to have difficulty making it. If you 
can’t get up in the morning, don’t sign up for early 
morning classes. 

The quantitative analysis has revealed that the major-
ity of students who were able to continuously enroll 
through the second year of college were achieving at 
least minimal academic standards. Many who always 
enrolled full-time were reaching high levels of achieve-
ment. The qualitative findings suggest one reason for 
this. Those students who made it to the end of their 
second year had acquired considerable “college knowl-
edge.”31 

Before discussing these findings, it is important to 
reiterate that they are based on a very small number 
of interviews and subjects (seven focus groups with a 
total of 23 students). Consequently, the students’ views 
are offered as a way to illuminate the quantitative find-
ings and provide one possible explanation for why BPS 
graduates succeed in college. It is not known how wide-
spread college knowledge was among other BPS gradu-
ates nor what ideas or comments other graduates may 
have had regarding their college experiences. 

When asked what advice they would give to BPS gradu-
ates entering college, the responses of the students 
interviewed resembled an outline for a basic college 
survival course: study hard and well, manage your time 
efficiently, ask your professor and advisor for help, use 
the college’s academic support services, and get to know 
lots of different people on campus. Their understanding 
of what it takes to succeed in college was very similar to 
the views of higher education experts (Conley 2005; Kuh 
et al. 2006; Tinto and Pusser 2006) as well as fellow first 
generation students (Cushman 2006). Many students 
attributed their grasp of college life to summer bridge 
programs and first-year seminars. But the discussions 
of their experience made it clear that such programs 
would not have been sufficient by themselves to carry 
the student through college. Students were able to put 
into practice the advice offered, because the staff of 
these programs as well as other college faculty and staff 
reached out to them and offered on-going support as 
they progressed through college. 

Chapter Eight

Factors Leading to the College Success of  
Some Boston Public School Graduates 
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Communicating with faculty. Students emphasized the 
importance of communicating with faculty regularly, 
especially when a student was having trouble in a class. 
They recommended talking to professors after class, 
going to office hours, or e-mailing them. While some 
students had had experiences with faculty who were 
hard to reach or who made them uncomfortable, they 
still felt it was important to try and communicate with 
them. They also recommended choosing professors  
who were known for their open communication styles.

Unlike high school, here it’s like your professors care 
about their class… If you’re slacking, they’ll usually 
let you know. Or if there’s a project coming up they’ll 
remind you. Or they’ll ask you how it’s going. Just 
that small interaction helps out a lot. It shows that 
they care, but at the same time it shows that it’s your 
responsibility, not theirs’, to be on you.

I don’t actually have to go to tutors because when I go 
to office hours, my teacher is actually my tutor.

Basically know who can help and who cannot. Some 
professors are mean, but some professors are not.

Role of academic advisors. While some students had 
had more positive experiences with their advisor than 
others, all agreed that a good advisor was an asset in 
college.

At least before you plan your classes, go see [your 
advisor] and talk to him. Be the first one to go sign up 
to meet with him, because classes fill up quickly. And 
he knows what’s best for you. He knows what classes 
you need and what’s part of your major.

I am worried I don’t know what to do with my life and 
[my advisor] always tells me that I’m in the right place 
and I will figure it out… And also [we talk] about the 
classes and how I’m doing. She’s very helpful…

Role of support from other staff and peers. Students also 
mentioned the importance of seeking out other staff on 
campus, especially if a student was struggling. 

But if you’re going to drop out because of your grade 
I think you need to go talk to somebody. I think you 
may not have tried hard enough or you didn’t really 
do your best. College isn’t a place where people are 
being weeded out. I don’t think that’s the case. Tools 
in the college community could really help you and 
make you stay…

Don’t procrastinate.

Don’t just study the day before the quiz. Try to study 
at least three days before. Start slowly, and then you 
have [a] more in depth understanding and everything.

I [am not good at] at science so I do my science first 
so I can get it out of the way… [and] if I need help, 
people are awake, so I can get some tutoring.

Critical Thinking Skills. Faculty often commented on 
how many BPS graduates and other first generation 
students lacked critical thinking skills—that students 
were able to re-tell but not analyze. A number of 
students interviewed observed that they had learned  
the most from the college classes that taught them  
critical thinking skills.

The teacher kept asking why. He made you back up 
what you said. You couldn’t just say anything. You 
had to really think. 

We learned how to… read beyond what the book is 
teaching you.

Class attendance and participation. Students not only 
emphasized the importance of going to class, but also of 
taking notes and actively participating in class discus-
sions. A few talked about how they had overcome their 
fears of speaking in class. 

You got to take notes and you got to participate. If you 
sit there and be quiet, the teacher is not going to know 
what’s going on in your mind or how you’re doing in 
class. You need to speak up.

I was afraid to talk [at first, but] by the end of the first 
semester [freshman year], I was talking. [My profes-
sor] always believed in me [and] that I could do things 
like talk and give my opinion no matter what.

My communications class helped me a lot. I didn’t 
have confidence to speak in public places. It’s really 
hard for me. But that class helped.



51W h o ’ s  M a k i n g  I t :  T h e  A c a d e m i c  A c h i e v e m e n t  o f  R e c e n t  B o s t o n  P u b l i c  S c h o o l  G r a d u a t e s  i n  t h e  E a r l y  C o l l e g e  Y e a r s

Other Factors

Family encouragement. While students reported vari-
ous levels of family support, a few suggested that the 
encouragement their family provided was critical to 
their success. 

I have to graduate… I just have to… Dropping out 
is just far from your mind… especially [when]… 
you have your family contributing, not pressuring… 
They’re praising you because you’re the first person 
to go to college. You have to kind of set that standard; 
like I have to graduate and make my family proud so 
dropping out is not [a possibility]…

In my family, they are very supportive, especially my 
mother. She asks me all the time about how classes 
are going. Are you finding anything difficult? So her 
asking so many questions about school gets on my 
nerves sometimes, but she cares… The support of  
your family is the best thing in the world.

Workplace support. Some students talked about how 
people at their workplaces encouraged their studies. 
A few employers gave students time off around exam 
time, while others reminded them of the importance of  
a college degree. One student described an employer 
who went so far as to restrict work hours if student 
employees were having difficulty in their studies. 

When I worked at [a large retail store] about six 
months ago, they would care [about your studies]… If 
you brought crappy grades to work… or if your grades 
were sloppy, [the manager would tell you], “You’re 
going to get three hours a week,”(the minimum they 
can give you) or they would just tell you to quit.

Others talked about relying on their peers.

My advisor wasn’t that helpful. During orientation 
she helped me register for classes and she said ‘You’re 
premed right?” And then she just left… She could 
have elaborated on the courses that I was going to take 
and [their] level of difficulty. For me it was different 
because I came from a disadvantaged background and 
others came from the suburbs. [So my advisor] didn’t 
know me that well and my friends knew me better so  
I think their advice was more helpful.

As soon as you get to college make friends; make 
friends with upperclassmen because they know what 
they are doing; they know how to help you.

Academic support resources. Students listed many 
academic support programs on their campuses, and 
they all recommended using such supports when 
needed. In particular, they mentioned writing or tutor-
ing centers. Many students took advantage of the 
academic support services offered on campus regu-
larly. A few said they didn’t have time to use them, but 
thought they were a good idea. 

A sense of belonging to the college community. As 
students discussed their college experiences, it was 
clear that many considered themselves full and active 
members of their college community and understood 
the importance of connecting with others on campus—
from deans to fellow classmates. 

I am pretty much settling down now. I have a great 
group of friends. I have a great group of faculty 
members that make sure that in 2010 I am graduating. 
I am receiving my degree and going off to grad school. 

Get to know people, even get to know the dean. You’re 
going to need people to get you through.

In addition to the advice that focus group participants 
offered for students entering college, it was clear that, 
for some, family and workplace support also played an 
important role in their success. 
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Students who go through the summer bridge program 
are successful, [but] it’s not just the summer program. 
I think it’s just because of the amount of hours we 
spend with them, semester after semester, with all  
the issues… What we do in our programs… that is 
holistic advising, which is getting involved in the 
whole of the student’s life.

In sum, students who had been able to consistently 
persist also demonstrated a great deal of college knowl-
edge. The question remains: what more can be done 
to ensure a substantial increase in the number of BPS 
graduates who have these kinds of positive college  
experiences?

Role of Summer Bridge Programs and  
First-Year Seminars 
Many students talked warmly of programs and people 
who had helped them to succeed in college. In particu-
lar, students mentioned summer bridge programs and 
first-year seminars: 

[The summer program] was helpful because the 
professors treated us like freshman in college, not like 
high school anymore, and we saw what the profes-
sors require. You have to have adult behavior, you 
have to follow the syllabus, have your assignment on 
time. Not treating us like babies; we are adults. And I 
enjoyed the program a lot.

[The summer program also introduced us to… ] the 
library and their resources. What we need to do if we 
have a research paper. And the research computers 
they have downstairs. And where to take out books 
and [where to] take out a laptop inside the library.

I took a class. It was a transitional class to get used 
to college. It was a one-credit course and it was a 
class where you can meet people and get to know your 
friends. We talked about issues going on in college. 
The things you’re gonna deal with. How to manage 
your time. How to be on track and everything. That 
really helped me with figuring out where I want to go. 

In addition, to the knowledge gained from these 
summer and first-year programs, the students talked 
about staying connected with program staff: 

Every time I have a problem, even if it’s the smallest 
problem, I go see my [pre-college summer advisor]. 

Summer program staff talked about the long-term bene-
fits of the program if staff members stayed connected to 
students: 

So the first year (after the summer bridge program)… 
they go on their way—many, not everybody. There 
are some people who really believe us, and so they try 
to do what we [tell] them to do. But, there are others 
who don’t and then, first year, they try out and they 
see that it really works. So, sophomore year, we see 
that they come back: “What can you tell me about the 
study guide? What were those… like time manage-
ment, what was that course you would like us to take?
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to college full-time every semester achieved at much 
higher levels than students who attended only part-time 
or who stopped out occasionally and then returned. 

Finally, it appears that differences in institutional char-
acteristics, policies, and practices do affect student 
success. Among colleges with similar academic admis-
sion standards, significant differences were found in the 
persistence, progress, and academic performance of BPS 
graduates attending these institutions.

Recommendations for Action
While closing the gap between the college aspirations 
and achievement of BPS graduates will be challenging, 
fortunately there is considerable research that identifies 
effective policies and practices for doing so. The follow-
ing recommendations draw from this research.

Increase the use of data on academic achievement, 
disaggregated by student characteristics, as the first 
step toward improving the persistence, progress, and 
performance of BPS graduates and similar students  
in college. 

Using data and research helps to inform decision-
making about ways to improve persistence, progress, 
and success. Data tells students and teaching faculty 
how students are doing in their courses and who needs 
assistance in order to improve their performance. 
Campus leaders can use data to identify patterns and 
gaps in the performance of different types of students 
and determine actions needed to improve achievement 
and reduce dropout rates. Data also can be used to 
assess the effectiveness of support services and make 
changes as needed to improve student outcomes.

There is no question that many BPS graduates are 
highly motivated to achieve college goals. From 1985 to 
2005, the number of BPS graduates enrolling in college 
the year after they left high school increased by 27 
percentage points, from 50% to 77%, well ahead of the 
67% college-going rate for recent high school graduates 
nationally. Yet, if degree completion rates for BPS gradu-
ates beginning college in the fall of 2005 are similar to 
those who began in the fall of 2000, fewer than half will 
have college degrees seven years later (Boston Private 
Industry Council 2008).

Such disparities between the college aspirations and 
success of BPS graduates are troubling for many 
reasons, and there is an increasing sense of urgency 
among Boston leaders about the need to address them. 
This study provides valuable insight into these dispari-
ties by examining the academic outcomes (persistence, 
progress, and performance) of BPS graduates who began 
college full-time for the first time in the fall of 2005 
through the beginning of their fifth semester in college. 
The study produced three important findings. 

First, students who had rigorous high school prepara-
tion or attended colleges with higher admission require-
ments were succeeding at much higher rates than other 
students. This finding is consistent with the experiences 
of graduates starting college in 2000. Within this group, 
exam school graduates were 2.5 times more likely to 
complete a college degree than non-exam school gradu-
ates (59% compared with 24%) (Boston Private Industry 
Council 2008). At the same time, the intention to earn 
a college degree remained high for less well-prepared 
students or students attending less competitive colleges, 
as reflected in the fact that 65% of those at two-year 
colleges and 63% at less selective colleges were persist-
ing at the same institution in some way. 

Second, whether students persisted full-time or part-
time, continuously or intermittently, made a substantial 
difference in the number of college credits they earned 
and their grade point average, regardless of what kind 
of college they attended. Students who were able to go 

Chapter NINE

Conclusion with Recommendations for Action and Research
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n	 Improve teacher quality. Higher education institu-
tions can play a key role in improving teacher quality 
by offering professional development in content areas 
and effective pedagogies, and by providing mentors 
and other support for new teachers who are gradu-
ates of their education programs.

n	 Expand after-school and summer academic enrich-
ment programs that extend learning time beyond the 
traditional school day. Examples include the federally 
funded Upward Bound programs operated by Boston 
University and other area institutions, the University 
of Massachusetts Boston’s Urban Scholars Program, 
and the College Bound program at Boston College.

Possible Actions—College Knowledge
n	 Expand the college, school, and community partner-

ships that assist BPS students with college planning 
and the admission process. For example, TERI’s 
COACH Program involves Boston University, 
Suffolk, and Harvard students assisting BPS 12th 
graders with the college application process. And the 
Let’s Get Ready program has local college students 
helping 11th and 12th graders to prepare for the SATs 
and explore college options. 

n	 Require all BPS high school students to take a college 
and career exploration mini-course (sometimes called 
an “advisory”) each year in the 12th grade, and 
include information about ways to ease the transition 
to college and strategies for success in the freshman 
year of college. 

n	 Build the capacity of community-based programs 
such as ACCESS, Bottom Line, the Higher Educa-
tion Resource Centers in Roxbury and Dorchester, 
and TERI’s College Planning Centers to serve larger 
numbers of BPS students. Working together, these 
programs can increase the college knowledge of every 
BPS student. 

Increase the engagement of BPS graduates and  
other under-represented students in their college 
coursework and other academic experiences.

While this study did not look specifically at the 
academic engagement of BPS graduates, the findings 
suggest that some BPS graduates are more involved than 
others in their academic work. Continuously enrolled 
full-time students had higher rates of persistence,  

Possible Actions
n	 Institute an early warning system, such as mid-term 

progress reports, to provide students, their teachers, 
academic advisors, and support staff with informa-
tion about how students are doing mid-way through 
their courses. Mandate that advisors and support 
staff meet individually with students to review their 
mid-term progress, discuss ways to address problems 
contributing to academic difficulties, and make refer-
rals to campus support services as appropriate.

n	 Set campus-wide, measurable goals for improving 
persistence and achievement. Hold all college faculty, 
staff, and students responsible for achieving these 
goals and provide recognition for those individuals 
and groups that make outstanding contributions to 
improving student success.

n	 Establish a retention and success task force of faculty 
and staff to analyze student transcript data and 
examine trends in particular areas, such as student 
achievement in gateway courses. Look at sub-groups 
of students by race/ethnicity, gender, high school 
attended, placement test scores, and financial aid 
status in order to surface problems unique to particu-
lar groups. Use this analysis to identify actions each 
campus department can take that will contribute to 
improved student outcomes. 

Continue and increase investments in improving the 
academic preparation and college knowledge of BPS 
students attending non-exam schools. 

This study provides evidence of the importance of 
high school preparation and college knowledge in 
enabling students to succeed in college, as revealed by 
the finding that exam school graduates persisted and 
progressed at substantially higher rates than non-exam 
school graduates. 

Possible Actions—Academic Preparation 
n	 Expand the availability of dual enrollment and AP 

courses. This is one of the goals of BPS Superinten-
dent Carol Johnson’s “Acceleration Agenda,” which 
aims to graduate all students ready for college, work, 
and life. Several BHEP members currently provide 
dual enrollment courses for a small number of 
students at no cost.
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Possible Actions
n	 Recruit and train college staff members to serve as 

‘case managers’ for BPS graduates, working indi-
vidually with students to help them solve problems 
caused by on-campus and off-campus contextual 
issues that interfere with their academic work.

n	 Take steps to reduce the financial pressures that lead 
BPS graduates and other students from low-income 
backgrounds to drop out or work so many hours they 
don’t have time for their studies. Such steps could 
include providing assistance completing the FASFA 
to every BPS graduate who has not already done so, 
offering a money management mini-course for first-
year students receiving financial aid, and establishing 
an emergency no-interest loan fund for short-term 
financial emergencies, which otherwise would result 
in students withdrawing from a course or leaving 
college.

n	 Partner with community organizations that currently 
assist BPS high school students to extend that support 
through their first year or two of college. The Boston 
Private Industry Council and several other local orga-
nizations currently provide such support.

n	 Encourage parents and other family members to 
actively support their students’ college aspirations. 
Family members typically are the ‘advisors’ trusted 
most by first generation students, even when they 
have limited college knowledge. Helping families 
understand the demands of college and the ways 
in which they can support students can contribute 
significantly to increasing persistence

Build strong partnerships among key stakeholders 
in higher education, the Boston Public Schools, the 
Mayor’s office, and community, business and philan-
thropy to promote and support increased college 
success for BPS graduates. 

Research, as well as the experiences of leaders in Boston 
and across the US, suggests that partnerships are a criti-
cal ingredient to the success of efforts aimed at improv-
ing college readiness and degree completion, especially 
for students who have been underserved in higher 
education. 

progress, and performance than other BPS graduates. 
We suspect that these higher rates of success were due 
in part to continuously enrolled full-time students 
spending more time on campus where they were able 
to more easily be more engaged in their college course-
work and related campus experiences. 

Possible Actions
n	 Focus on what happens in the classroom. Involve 

students in purposeful academic experiences that 
include ongoing dialogue with faculty and other 
students, collaborative (project-based) learning, and 
respect for social and cultural diversity.

n	 Provide structured opportunities to ensure interac-
tion between students and faculty through mentoring 
programs, study groups, and joint projects.

n	 Integrate academic support services into the class-
room, including supplemental instruction, tutoring, 
and academic skill-building workshops that are 
connected to the coursework. 

n	 Establish or expand targeted services and programs 
to help first-year students adjust to the campus envi-
ronment and college-level courses. Examples include 
summer bridge programs and small learning commu-
nities through which students enroll together in two 
or more courses.

n	 Expand on-campus employment opportunities with 
competitive wages to increase the time students 
spend on campus and strengthen their connections 
with the campus community.

Develop strategies for improving student success 
based on an understanding of on-campus and off-
campus contextual issues (financial, social, family  
and community) that affect the college achievement  
of BPS graduates. 

Paying attention to the needs of different student 
groups, such as commuting students, part-time students, 
and students of color, can help campuses target support 
to mitigate the contextual challenges that students face 
in achieving college goals. College faculty and staff 
interviewed for this study noted the often negative 
effect of such challenges on the persistence and progress 
of BPS graduates.
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n	 Focus on a small number of strategic problem areas 
identified by examining data on student academic 
achievement and success. Have campus leaders, 
teaching faculty, and student affairs staff work 
together to develop integrated plans for addressing 
these problems, giving everyone defined roles and 
responsibilities.

n	 Provide faculty and staff who have direct and regular 
contact with students incentives to increase campus-
wide student persistence and progress. (Faculty 
typically have greater organizational influence with 
students than others in the college community.)

n	 Cultivate a campus culture that embraces and values 
diversity and differences among students, and 
provides ways for students of all backgrounds to 
engage actively in the college community.

Research Recommendations
In order to better understand what high school, higher 
education, and community leaders can do to improve 
the college success of BPS graduates, research exploring 
the following questions would be useful:

College Knowledge. How do BPS students acquire and 
apply college knowledge as they transition from high 
school through their first year of college? 

Academic Engagement. How do the processes by which 
students become academically engaged and sustain 
that engagement vary by type of student, especially 
part-time or commuter students? What institutional 
policies and practices increase engagement for part-
time and commuter students? 

Contextual Factors. What challenges do contextual 
factors, both on and off campus, create for students 
as they make progress toward a college degree? 
What are some successful strategies that students use 
to meet these challenges? What are colleges doing 
to ensure students are able to use those successful 
strategies? 

Going to scale. What are the critical factors involved in 
bringing effective programs and practices to scale? 

Possible Actions
n	 Encourage and support ongoing partnerships 

between college faculty and student affairs staff— 
as well as high school teachers and counselors— 
to facilitate the integration of support services into 
students’ academic experiences.

n	 Involve BPS and area college staff in working 
together to align high school graduation standards 
with the knowledge and skills students need to 
succeed in first-year college courses. Engage parents 
and other family members as collaborators in 
supporting students’ efforts to meet the academic 
demands of college courses.

n	 Work with a task force of community organizations, 
employers, public officials, and philanthropic orga-
nizations to support individual students in overcom-
ing challenges to college success and build citywide 
support for increasing the number of BPS graduates 
who complete college as a strategy for meeting the 
labor force needs of Boston’s knowledge-based  
economy. 

Scale up effective practices and programs for improv-
ing persistence to serve all students on campus who 
need such support in order to succeed in college. 

Every college and university participating in this study 
offers a wide range of programs and services designed 
to help students succeed academically. In many 
instances, however, these programs have the capacity  
to assist only a small percentage of the students who 
need such support. Scaling up effective programs and 
practices can be done by thinking innovatively, adjust-
ing priorities, and leveraging existing resources to 
greater advantage.

Possible Actions
n	 Make college success for all students central to 

the work of the institution, with senior leadership 
conveying, campus-wide, the clear expectation that 
all students, whether full-time or part-time, have 
the ability to succeed academically and can count on 
faculty and staff to support them in their efforts to 
achieve their postsecondary goals.
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Conclusion
Boston can make substantial progress in improving the 
college completion rates of Boston Public Schools gradu-
ates if we act on what we know works. Such efforts will 
succeed if we begin by looking at data on the college 
experiences of BPS graduates and identifying a small 
number of strategic problem areas on which to focus. 
These efforts should be based on what the research tells 
us are highly effective practices and policies for improv-
ing the college achievement of underserved students, 
such as increasing the engagement of students in their 
college coursework and reducing the challenges created 
by on-campus and off-campus contextual factors. 
Finally, these efforts will require the participation of 
college faculty and staff campus-wide as well as BPS 
staff in developing action plans for needed changes  
and taking responsibility for implementing such plans.

For the city to meet 21st century economic and social 
needs, college readiness and success for all students 
needs to be central to the life and focus of all Boston 
high schools and higher education institutions enroll-
ing BPS graduates. Achieving a goal as ambitious as 
“college for all” starts with strong leaders who are 
visibly committed to this important work—from college 
presidents to high school principals to board members 
and heads of nonprofit organizations to members of the 
School Committee. It means that everyone who touches 
the lives of Boston’s public school students or their fami-
lies must embrace this goal and assume responsibility 
for achieving it. Commitment and responsibility—
combined with using knowledge gained from research 
to inform decisions—is the only way to achieve the 
changes necessary to dramatically increase the numbers 
of BPS graduates completing college degrees in future 
years. 





59W h o ’ s  M a k i n g  I t :  T h e  A c a d e m i c  A c h i e v e m e n t  o f  R e c e n t  B o s t o n  P u b l i c  S c h o o l  G r a d u a t e s  i n  t h e  E a r l y  C o l l e g e  Y e a r s

Appendix A 

Research Design and Methodology

Quantitative Data: College Transcripts 
This study combined the original dataset from BHEP’s 2006 study with updated data from the original 10 colleges 
and data from 13 new colleges. Almost every college that was a member of BHEP was invited to participate. In 
addition, other colleges that had enrolled more than 25 2005 BPS graduates were invited to participate.32 All but one 
of these top receiving colleges of BPS students participated. Thus, this database is a combination of top receiving 
colleges for BPS graduates and of other BHEP members interested in participating. All but two of the colleges were 
BHEP members. All colleges were located in Massachusetts and all but one were within 20 miles of Boston. 

The second round of quantitative data collection occurred between October 2007 and January 2008. All participating 
institutions were provided with a list of College Board/ACT high school codes for every BPS high school to identify 
BPS graduates and asked to provide anonymous student record data. Students had to have graduated from BPS 
in 2003, 2004, and 2005 and be part of the institution’s Fall 2005 IPEDS (Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System) first-time, full-time cohort. Colleges were asked to provide the following data: 

1 	 Student course taking records (course name, course number, department, credits attempted, credits earned, 
grade received, and a code for developmental, English as a Second Language, or regular college course) for four 
semesters (Fall 2005, Spring 2006, Fall 2006, and Spring 2007);

2	 Enrollment data for Fall 2007. Colleges indicated if a student was enrolled or not for the Fall of 2007. Two-year 
colleges were also asked to identify any student who had received an associate degree; 

3	 Calculated variables for total credits attempted and total credits earned in each semester of the regular academic 
year between Fall 2005 and Spring 2007; 

4	 Student background information: demographics (race and gender); high school of graduation; and SAT scores 
(four-year colleges only); 

5	 Number and type of pre-existing credits upon matriculation (AP, dual enrollment, summer bridge program, etc.).

This was the same set of data requested in the 2006 BHEP study, but the first study only requested information for 
the 2005/06 school year. Consequently, colleges that participated in the first study were asked only to provide course 
taking records and calculated variables for the 2006/07 academic year as well as enrollment information for fall 2007. 

All student identifiers were stripped. There is information only from the institution where the student started 
college. There is no information on whether or where any student transferred to another institution. 

College Selectivity
Colleges were divided into four selectivity categories: four-year more selective, four-year medium selective, four-
year less selective, and two-year colleges. For four-year colleges, categories were based on the institutions’ overall 
median SAT scores. The more selective colleges’ median combined Verbal and Math SAT scores were above 1,100. 
Medium selective colleges’ median combined SAT scores were between 980 and 1090. Less selective colleges’ median 
combined SAT scores were below 950. Note that one less selective college did not report its median SAT scores since 
it does not require students to submit them. In this case, we used the percent of students admitted to place them in 
the less selective category. Note that two-year colleges do not collect SAT scores and hence do not report institutional 
averages for them.
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There are no other studies that examine BPS graduates using these types of selectivity groups and no other source  
of information for the portion of BPS graduates enrolled in each college selectivity category. 

Exam School Status
Students were designated as having exam school status if they had graduated from Boston Latin School, Boston 
Latin Academy, or the John D. O’Bryant School of Mathematics and Science. All other students were designated  
as non-exam. 

Students are admitted to exam schools based on their grade point average (GPA) and results of the Independent 
School Entrance Examination (ISEE) (administered by the BPS). Students are admitted to the exam schools in grade  
7 or 9 (with a small number of students admitted in grade 10 to the 0’Bryant School of Mathematics and Science). 

Developmental Status
Using course taking records, students who had a developmental course on their transcript were designated as 
“developmental.” All others were designated as non-developmental. A developmental course was defined as a 
college course designed to allow students to improve their academic skills so that they would be able to succeed in 
their colleges introductory courses. Students who passed the course earned academic credits for the course, but the 
credits did not count toward graduation. 

In the calculated variables of credits attempted and earned, developmental and regular courses were included. 
Analysis revealed that all but a few students who were able to reach at least satisfactory progress (accumulated 40 
credits over two years) had taken at most one developmental course. It seemed reasonable to include these students 
in the “satisfactory” level of progress, as making up the three credits which had not counted toward college credit 
seemed like a reasonable task.

Data Cleaning 
The data was cleaned to resolve any discrepancies between the course-level data and the calculated variables. In 
particular, grade point averages were re-calculated using the individual course data. All variables related to grade 
point averages used the re-calculated variable. In addition, a few colleges’ individual course record data did not 
correspond to the calculated variables for attempted and earned credits. Consequently, the attempted and earned 
credits for these colleges were re-calculated using the individual course record data.

One college’s dataset did not have any students who never enrolled after the first semester. Since this was a two- 
year college, it seems likely that the college merely did not include these students (rather than all the students 
who had entered continuing into the second semester). We decided to continue to include this college, since the 
calculations for continuously enrolled or intermittent enrollment would not have been affected. Nevertheless, the 
percent of students at two-year colleges who did not persist after the first semester (as well as the combined category 
of those who did not persist after the first or second semester) at the starting institution is probably somewhat high. 

Statistical Significance Tests
All analysis was conducted using STATA (statistical software). All findings presented here are statistically 
significant to at least the .05 level using Chi Squared or Fisher’s Exact test. Fisher’s Exact test was chosen when cell 
sizes were small. 

When the number of students in a sub-group was less than five, the data is not reported for that subgroup. There 
were two colleges with less than five students in the initial dataset. These colleges were not included in the 
institutional analysis. In addition, three colleges had fewer than five students who continuously enrolled full-time. 
Percents for these colleges were not included in the institutional analysis examining progress and performance. 
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Qualitative Data Collection

Faculty and Staff Interviews
The faculty and staff interviews were conducted in the Fall of 2007 by the first author. Faculty and staff were 
recruited through the BHEP college liaison and the research study’s Advisory Group. The original intention was 
to conduct only individual interviews with faculty and staff, but often interviewees invited other colleagues to join 
them and so many became group interviews. 

These interviews were a convenience sample based on the relationship that a college’s BHEP liaison or a member 
of the study’s Advisory Group had with staff at their institution or organization. All faculty and staff interviewed 
worked with first generation students in their first or second year of college. (Faculty and staff generally were not 
aware of where their students graduated from high school and could not speak to the uniqueness of BPS graduates.) 
An effort was made to interview people from both two- and four-year colleges; public and private institutions; and 
institutions with varying selectivity. 

In all, 10 interviews at five colleges and one nonprofit were held, involving 24 interviewees. Five individual 
interviews and five group interviews were held. Group interviews had from two to five participants. Every college 
selectivity group was represented, and interviews were held at both public and private colleges. All interviews were 
conducted on-site. All were taped and transcribed. 

The interviews were open-ended and exploratory in nature. One of the goals was to collect topics to explore in the 
quantitative analysis. (See “Faculty and staff interview questions” below.)

Student Focus Groups
The student focus groups were conducted in the spring of 2007 by the first author. Students from a sub-set of 10 
participating colleges were invited to participate. These colleges were chosen to ensure that both two-year and four-
year colleges, public and private colleges, and colleges with varying selectivity would be represented. 

The students interviewed are a convenience sample based on the relationship that a college’s BHEP liaison had 
with staff or students at their institution or organization. The participating college’s BHEP liaison (or a member of 
their staff) recruited students for the focus group and arranged for a meeting space at their institution. All students 
were current second year students who graduated from the Boston Public Schools and began college full-time (at 
least 12 credits) in the Fall of 2006. We chose to interview second-year students rather than the students in the 2005 
cohort because we believed it was important to get a sense of how second-year students viewed college, rather than 
students providing a retrospective on the early years (the 2005 cohort would have been in their third year of college). 

In all, seven focus groups at seven different colleges were conducted. The groups ranged in size from two to five for 
a total of 23 students. Of the 23 students interviewed, four had graduated from an exam high school and 19 from a 
non-exam school; nine were male and 14 female; seven students identified themselves as African American, eight 
as Latino, one as Asian, four as white and three as bi-racial; 13 of the students’ parents had not attended college. 
The group interviews took between 45 minutes and 1½ hours. A cash stipend of $35 was offered to all students 
completing the focus group. Focus groups were taped and transcribed.33 

The interview protocol was open-ended. Topics were introduced and prompts used as needed. Students were asked 
to discuss: 1) progress and persistence (making progress towards a degree); 2) performance (doing well in classes 
and keeping up grades); and 3) life outside of college (balancing college and other commitment and activities) 
(see “Student Focus Group Interview Questions” below). In addition, students were asked to fill out a one- page 
questionnaire regarding their college experience. 
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We had expected to have larger focus groups and conduct them at more colleges, but recruiting second-year 
students based on their high school proved to be more difficult than anticipated. 

Institutional Profiles
A profile for every college was developed (and compiled into a table) that included institutional attributes. 
Information was gathered from the web sites of the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), the 
College Board, and individual institutions. The following information was collected from IPEDS: graduation rate in 
150% of expected program time; median SAT; and undergraduate enrollment. From the College Board, the following 
was collected: percent admitted; percent of all undergraduates living in college housing; average percent of student 
financial need meet; and tuition and fees. The information on student support services was compiled from the 
colleges’ own websites.

Faculty and Staff Interview Questions
1)	 What are the strengths and weaknesses that students who are first generation/BPS graduates bring to the 

classroom? What skills, characteristics do the students who succeed bring with them? Those who don’t make it, 
what are they lacking? (Note: The study is looking at full-time students, just out of high school) Have you noticed 
anything unique about BPS grads compared to other first generation students? In your classes, do you know if a 
student is 1st generation? Low-income? From BPS?

2)	 What are some of the particular challenges first generation face during their second/sophomore year (academic, 
financial, time pressures, social, family)? How are the challenges different from their first year? (their 3rd and 4th 
year?) 

a)	 What academic issues most often interfere with students’ capacity to succeed?

b)	What non-academic issues interfere with first generation students’ capacity to succeed? 

c)	 What strengths do students rely on in their second year? 

d)	How do students’ experiences in their first year shape their second year experience? (What has to happen in a 
student’s first year, to allow him or her to be successful in their second?)

3)	 In what ways do outside influences (family, work, church) help these students succeed?

4)	 How often do first generation students come to you with academic issues? Non-academic issues? Does this differ 
for first and second year students?

a)	 When, and in what way, do you approach them about an academic issue? What are some of the things you do 
to help these students academically? 

b)	Who do these students seek out within the institutions to help them? 

5)	 What challenges do you face in teaching these students? How does teaching first year BPS (first generation) 
students differ from teaching them in their second year? 

6)	 What sorts of things do you do in your classes that you find benefits first generation students in particular (e.g. 
curriculum, readings, pedagogy (projects, cooperative learning), study groups, assignments, requirements, 
creating classroom community)?

a)	 Have you had to change your teaching to accommodate first generation students’ learning needs? 
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7)	 What is your institution doing that helps first generation students succeed? What is it doing that hinders their 
success? What more could this institution do to help these students succeed? What recommendations or changes 
would you make to help more students graduate?

Student Focus Groups Interview Questions
A.	 Making progress towards a degree (Progress and Persistence)

1.	 What advice would you give to an incoming freshman from BPS about how to plan his/her course schedule each 
semester (number of classes/credits to register for; how to choose the particular courses)?

2.	 Who should they ask for help in planning their schedule? How and when? Who do you ask (advisor, other 
professor or staff, friends, family)? How do they help you? 

3.	 What steps should they take to make certain they will be able to handle all their classes and do as well as 
possible in them? What should they do to try to balance their other commitments/responsibilities (work, family, 
extracurricular) when they plan their course schedule? Give some examples of what you’ve done; (e.g. take less 
than a full course load, take some easy courses, arrange schedule so classes meet at convenient time)

4.	 Is there a class or two (or professor) that you would highly recommend as a way to prepare academically for 
future courses? Why? (What class has helped you the most academically? Set you up to do better in subsequent 
course? What did you learn? )

5.	 What advice would you give on taking summer courses? Why? 

6.	 If appropriate for college: What about taking developmental courses. What advice would you give?  
(A developmental course is a reading, writing, or math course where you receive credit, but not credit towards 
graduation.) (What should they do to ensure that it prepares them for next level of college course? If you took one, 
how was your experience different in developmental courses versus regular college courses?)

B. Doing well in classes/keeping up grades (Performance) 

1. First, what do you consider doing well in a class? (What you think of as a good grade? A satisfactory grade?)

2.	 What advice would you to give to a BPS grads about doing well in their classes and keeping up their grades? 

3.	 Let’s talk about a few things that students can do to keep up their grades: 

a)	 Study: Talk a little about when, where, and how and how much you’d advice someone to study. (What has 
worked for you and why?)

b)	 Study groups. Talk about the pros and cons of study groups (including just studying together with friends). 
What has worked for you and why? Which class? How was it formed? How often did it meet? In what ways 
did it help you (or not) do better in class?

c)	 Talk with professors: What advice would you give about talking with or getting to know professors? What has 
worked for you? (How often, when, and for what, do you talk to your professors? Do you go to office hours? 
For what? How was it helpful—or not? Do you see professors outside of class? At other campus events?)

d)	 Tutoring: When should a student seek out tutoring? Where are good places to go on this campus? (Give 
examples from your own or other students’ experiences. Where? Who tutored you? How often? How did you 
find out about it? Did it help? Did it cost anything?)
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4.	 What are some things that staff on this campus do to help students do well academically (academic support 
centers or personal counseling center or minority student support program)? Are there any other programs or 
people who are able to help students do better in their classes?

5.	 What would you tell someone if they were having difficulty keeping up with classes? (What do you think gets in 
the way? What are some things people on campus could do?)

a)	 What would you advise someone to do if they were in danger of failing a course? (Have you ever a dropped or 
failed a class? What happened? What semester was it?)

b)	 What was your hardest class and why? What steps did you take to try to do well? 

c)	 What was your hardest semester and why? What steps did you take to get through it? 

d)	Under what circumstance would you advise someone to take a course over to get a better grade? What 
have been your or other students’ experiences? What was different about the second time? (Better or worse 
experience? In what ways?)

6.	 If someone was feeling discouraged about college or thinking about dropping out, what would tell them? (Have 
you ever thought about dropping out? What made you stay?)

7.	  Under what circumstances, do you think someone should transfer from this college to another one? (Have you 
ever thought about transferring? If yes, why? )

C. Life outside of college: How it supports or interferes with doing well in college (Contextual Issues)

1.	 If appropriate for college: Are you are living on or off campus? What are the pros and cons of living on-campus? 
Off campus? 

2.	 What advice would you give students to help them manage college course work, family and social life? When 
they have time conflicts, what should come first?

3.	 Work: What is the maximum number of hours a week that you would advise a student to work? What are some of 
the way that work can get in the way of studying or going to class as much as one should? In what ways can a job 
(or people at a job) help someone do better in college? (Can you give some examples from your own experience?)

4.	 Family: What advice would you give someone who has a lot of family responsibilities about how to balance 
family and college life? What are the ways that a family can support a college student? How can families get in 
the way of doing well in college? 

5.	 Activities: What advice would you give to someone about getting involved in extracurricular activities or 
socializing? (on-campus? off campus?) In what ways can these activities help someone do better in college? In 
what ways can they get in the way? 

6.	 Financial Aid: Is the financial aid that students receive at this college enough to cover the expenses associated 
with attending? (If not, what doesn’t it cover? What is the most difficult expense to make up? What expenses are 
students most surprised about or are often higher than expected? What advice would you give a student about 
how to make ends meet?)
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Institutional Attributes of Participating Colleges

College with highest rate 
of academically successful  

students who graduated  
from BPS

College with lowest rate 
of academically successful  

students who graduated  
from BPS

Graduation rate 150% of expected program time *

4-Year More Select 88% 65%

4-Year Medium Selective 57% 33%

4-Year Less Selective 60% 20%

2-Year 41% 12%

Median SAT of entering students*

4-Year More Selective 1,335 1,140

4-Year Medium Selective  985 1,005

4-Year Less Selective  940 Not reported

Undergraduate enrollment*

4-Year More Selective 9,880 19,823

4-Year Medium Selective  727  9,246

4-Year Less Selective  860  1,212

2-Year  438  8,212

Percent undergraduates living in college housing**

4-Year More Selective 82% 60%

4-Year Medium Selective 70% 0

4-Year Less Selective 74% 51%

2-Year 0 0

Tuition and fees (in-state) **

4-Year More Selective $37,950 $ 9,924

4-Year Medium Selective $27,205 $ 8,840

4-Year Less Selective $27,800 $23,225

2-Year $13,350 $ 3,180

Average percent of financial need met **

4-Year More Selective 100% 82%

4-Year Medium Selective 69% 84%

4-Year Less Selective 60% Not reported

2-Year Select Not reported Not reported

* Source: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS; http://nces.ed.gov/IPEDS)   ** Source: College Board (http://collegesearch.collegeboard.com)

Appendix B 

Institutional Attributes and Academic Support Services 
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Appendix c 

Participating Colleges and Universities 

Benjamin Franklin Institute of Technology

Boston College

Boston University

Bunker Hill Community College

Emmanuel College

Fisher College

Framingham State College

Lesley University

Massachusetts Bay Community College

Massachusetts College of Art and Design

Massachusetts College of Pharmacy and Health Sciences

Mount Ida College

Northeastern University

Pine Manor College

Regis College

Roxbury Community College

Simmons College

Salem State College

Suffolk University

University of Massachusetts Amherst

University of Massachusetts Boston

Wentworth Institute of Technology

Wheelock College



68 U n d e r s t a n d i n g  B o s t o n

Endnotes

1.    A developmental course (also referred to as a remedial course) is a course designed to allow students to improve 
their academic skills so they will be able to succeed in their college’s introductory courses. Students who pass 
the course earn academic credits for the course, but the credits do not count toward  
graduation. Developmental courses are offered in math, writing, and, at some colleges, reading.

2.    For students at four-year colleges, the seven year graduation rate was 48% with another 12% still enrolled 
without a degree; and for two-year college, the graduation rate was 13% with another 18% still enrolled  
without a degree (Boston Private Industry Council 2008: 38)

3.    A developmental course (also referred to as a remedial course) is a course designed to allow students to improve 
their academic skills so they will be able to succeed in their college’s introductory courses. Students who pass 
the course earn academic credits for the course, but the credits do not count toward  
graduation. Developmental courses are offered in math, writing, and, at some colleges, reading.

4.  	 For a more detailed discussion of the study’s design and methodology, see Appendix A. 

5.	  For more discussion of this issue of representation, see Appendix A. Except for the Boston PIC studies, there is 
no other study examining BPS graduates attending both public and private colleges. 

6.    Horn et al. looks at students entering college for the first time in 1995-95 and uses the National Center on 
Education Statistics’ dataset, Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study (BPS:90/94 and BPS:96/01). 

7.    Chen’s data contains students scheduled to graduate from high school in 1992 and uses Postsecondary  
Education Transcript Study (PETS) that is part of the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88).

8.    The study used the National Center for Education Statistics’ NELS:88/2000. It includes high school graduates 
from the class of 1992 who enrolled in a four-year postsecondary institution at least once between 1992 and 
2000. The maximum postsecondary time for these students to earn a degree was 8.5 years. Note that is does not 
include postsecondary students who only enrolled in two-year or less than two-year colleges. 

9.    Many of these researchers have also looked at how institutions influence student behavior and attitudes.  
This is examined in the final section on institutional factors.

10.  See Appendix A: Study Design and Methodology for a discussion of the representation of sample.  
There is no other study that divides BPS graduates into these selectivity groups. 

11.  SAT scores for one four-year college were not available. Two-year colleges do not required students to  
submit SAT scores. The combined score of 1000 is the median score of the sample. 

12.  In 2005, 1600 was the maximum combined SAT score.

13.  Recall that only students who began full-time were included in the study.

14.  Of course, those who did not persist at their starting institution may also have had the intention to  
persist in college; it’s just not revealed in this data. 
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15.   One two-year college’s dataset contained no student who never enrolled after the first semester. Since this was a 
two-year college, it seems likely that the college merely did not include these students (rather than all students 
who entered continuing into the second semester). We decided to include this college, since the calculations for 
continuously enrolled or intermittent enrollment would not have been affected. Nevertheless, the percent of 
students at two-year colleges who did not persist after the first semester at the starting institution (as well as the 
combined category of those who did not persist after the first or second semester) is probably somewhat high. 

16.  Note that credits from all courses—including developmental and regular college courses—were included. 
Including developmental credits did not substantially change the outcomes. See section on developmental status 
in Appendix A for further explanation. 

17.   Degree completion in 150% of expected program time was chosen because it is the measurement used by 
IPEDS (the U.S government’s Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System) to report graduations rates. 
The measure of 150% of expected program time was defined as earning at least 40 credits over two-years (20 
credits a year on average) for all persisters—continuously enrolled full-time, continuously enrolled part-time 
and intermittent students. For non-persisters, a measure using only the semesters in which students enrolled 
was used. Students who had enrolled for both semesters of the first year were considered to have reached 
satisfactory achievement if they had earned at least 20 credits in the first year. Students who had only attended 
for one semester were considered to have reached satisfactory achievement if they had earned 10 credits in the 
first semester. 

These are rough figures for 150% of expected program time, because the number of credits required to graduate 
varied among colleges. At four-year colleges, the number of credits needed to graduate varied between 120 and 
144. At two-year colleges, credits required ranged from 60 to 72. So for four-year colleges which required 120 
credits to graduate, students would need to average 20 earned credits a years to graduate in 6 years (or 150% of 
expected program time). For two-year colleges which required 60 credits for graduation, it would take 3 years 
(or 150% of expected program time). For colleges which required more than 120/60 credits to earn a degree, this 
variable over-estimated those making satisfactory progress. 

18.  A “C” average (2.0 GPA) was chosen as a cut-off, because at most of the participating institutions, a 2.0 GPA was 
the minimum needed for a student to graduate (and at many colleges, a lower GPA put a student on academic 
probation).

19.   For example, to transfer from a Massachusetts public two-year college to a state college or university, generally 
a minimum of a 2.0 GPA is required. However, if a student has between 12 and 23 credits and no high school 
transcript, a 2.5 GPA is required. 

20.  Using excessive withdrawal as a measure of low progress was chosen because national research has shown that 
excessive withdrawal is a significant deterrent to degree completion (Adelman 2006: 73-76). The assumption here 
is that excessive withdrawal or failure in the first two years will substantially slow down progress towards a 
degree.

21.  For an in-depth discussion of academic momentum using national-level data, see Adelman 2006. 

22.  The study did not distinguish between failed credits and withdrawn credits—both were marked as attempted 
but unearned credits. It is important to make clear the difference between failed and withdrawn credits. In 
grade point average calculations, failed credits (those receiving an “F”) are counted as zero in the numerator and 
the number of credits attempted is added to the denominator (and so lowering a GPA). Withdrawn credits, on 
the other hand, are left out of the grade point calculation all together (and so have no effect on the GPA). Thus, 
for continuously enrolled students, given the relatively high GPAs and the high number of “unearned” credits,  
it seems reasonable to assume that a good proportion of the unearned credits were in fact withdrawn credits. 
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23.  This rate of 100% of expected program time (good progress) took into account the variation in number of credits 
required to graduate between institutions. The calculation to determine if a student had reached the “100% 
program rate” used the number of credits required to graduate from the college in which the student was 
enrolled. Thus, a four-year college student with a “good progress” status would have earned half the credits 
needed to graduate from the institution in which she or he was enrolled. A two-year college student would have 
earned all the credits required for graduation over two years. 

24.  The other exception was continuously enrolled full-time students at more selective colleges where 63% had rates 
of high progress and 48% had rates of high performance. Since the rates are high on both measures and these 
colleges are known for their high standards, the fact that students were less likely to be earning “B”s in their 
classes was not particularly surprising. 

25.  For findings with national-level data, see Adelman 2006.

26.  Recall that satisfactory achievement is defined as earning credits at a rate to graduate in 150% of expected 
program time and earning at least a 2.0 GPA. 

27.  Recall that satisfactory achievement is defined as accumulating earned credits at a rate to graduate within 150% 
of program time and earning at least a 2.0 GPA. 

28.  High progress is defined as accumulated credits at a rate to graduate within 100% of program time. High 
performance is defined as a 3.0 GPA or better. 

29.  Because more selective and medium selective colleges had too few students taking developmental courses to 
draw meaningful conclusions, analysis here is limited to four-year less selective and two-year colleges.  

30.  For an overview of some these complexities, see Bailey et al. (2008) or Attewell et al. (2006). 

31.  For further discussion of “college knowledge,” see Conley 2005.

32.  These figures of college enrollment wer were obtained from the Boston PIC 2007:16.

33.  One focus group was not taped due to equipment failure and so was written immediately following the session 
based on the author’s notes.
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