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Achieving  the  Dream 
Achieving the Dream, Inc. 
is  a  national  nonproft  that 
is  dedicated  to  helping 
more community college 
students,  particularly 
low-income students and 
students  of  color,  stay  
in school and earn a col-
lege certifcate or degree. 
Evidence-based, student-
centered,  and  built  on 
the values of equity and 
excellence, Achieving the 
Dream is closing achieve-
ment  gaps  and  accelerating 
student  success  nationwide 
by: 1) improving results at 
institutions, 2) infuencing 
public policy, 3) generating 
knowledge, and 4) engag-
ing the public. Conceived 
as  an  initiative  in  2004  
by  Lumina  Foundation 
and  seven  founding  part-
ner organizations, today, 
Achieving  the  Dream  is  
the  largest  non-governmen- 
tal reform movement for 
student success in higher 
education  history.  With 
160 community colleges 
and  institutions,  more  than  
100 coaches and advisors,  
and  16  state  policy  teams  
—working  throughout  
30 states and the District 
of Columbia—Achieving  
the  Dream  helps  3.5  million  
community  college  students  
have  a  better  chance  of 
realizing greater economic 
opportunity and achieving 
their dreams. 

Start with Success in Sight: Early 
Predictors of Student Success 
Community colleges take pride in providing 
opportunities  for  disadvantaged  students  to  
participate  in  higher  education,  including 
 low-income students and students of color. 
However,  only  44  percent  of  first-time-in- 
college  community  college  students  attain 
certifcates or associate degrees or transfer to 
other institutions within three years of initial 
enrollment.1  To  address  this  attainment  “crisis,” 
Achieving  the  Dream  colleges  have  commit-
ted themselves to improving the percentage of 
students earning awards or transferring to other 
institutions with the eventual goal of obtaining 
bachelor’s degrees. Early predictors of eventual 
graduation or transfer—such as completing 20 
credits in the frst year, completing all courses 
attempted,  and  declaring  a  major—can  help 
colleges better assess their progress on student 
outcome measures. 

A  previous  issue  of  Data  Notes  examined 
students’  frst-year  outcomes  in  terms  of  course 
attempts  and  completions,  and  explored  the  rela-
tionship between frst-year course completions 
and  third-year  persistence  and  award  attain-
ment  rates.2  This  analysis,  which  focused  on 
2002 cohort students enrolled at Round 1 and 
2 Achieving the Dream colleges, found that 43 
percent of students completed at least 20 credits 
during the frst year and 29 percent of students 
persisted or completed by the third year. This 
issue of Data Notes updates the early analysis.3  
Differences in outcomes were analyzed by race/ 
ethnicity, Pell Grant receipt, initial enrollment 
status, and major feld of study. 

First Academic Year 
Figure 1 displays frst-year outcomes of Achiev-
ing the Dream students by selected student char-
acteristics.  The  outcomes  indicate  the  average 
student attends part-time during the frst year: 

(continued on next page) 

Figure 1. Percentage distribution of Achieving the Dream students by frst year outcomes and selected student characteristics 

Percentage Percentage of students 
Number Number of credits who completed 20 
of credits of credits completed that or more credits 

Student characteristic attempted completed were attempted during the frst year 

Total 19 14 74 31 
Race/ethnicity 

Native American 19 14 69 31 
Asian/Pacifc Islander 20 16 76 36 
Black, non-Hispanic 18 12 66 24 
White, non-Hispanic 19 15 78 35 
Hispanic 18 13 70 27 

Pell grant, frst term enrolled 
Did not receive Pell Grant 17 13 74 29 
Received Pell Grant 21 15 17 35 

Attendance status, frst term enrolled 
Full-time 26 20 74 53 
Half-time 15 11 72 14 
Less-than-half-time 7 5 77 2 

Major feld of study 
Terminal-seeking 19 15 75 32 
Transfer-seeking 20 15 71 33 
Undeclared 17 13 78 28 

Note: Includes students from cohorts 2003 through 2009 from Rounds 1 through 4 and Cohort 2009 and 2010 colleges. 

1  U.S Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003-2004 Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitu-
dinal Study, Second Follow-up (BPS: 04/09) Data Analysis System (DAS). 
2  Clery, S. Data Notes, Keeping Informed about Achieving the Dream Data: Credits, Persistence, and Attainment. Vol. 1, No. 2. 
March 2006. Available at http://www.achievingthedream.org/_images/_index03/DataNotes-Mar-2006.pdf 
3  This analysis includes students from cohorts 2003 through 2009 from Rounds 1 through 4 and Cohort 2009 and 2010 colleges. www.achievingthedream.org 

www.achievingthedream.org
http://www.achievingthedream.org/_images/_index03/DataNotes-Mar-2006.pdf


     

      
       

      
     

      

     
         

       

    

      
       

       

 
        

         

overall, students attempted 19 credits and com-
pleted 14 of the attempted credits during their 
frst academic year, representing seven credits 
awarded for each semester. Students completed 
74  percent  of  credits  attempted.  Slightly  less 
than  one-third  (31  percent)  of  students  com-
pleted 20 or more credits during the frst year, 
which refects the high proportion of part-time 

enrollment. Given that developmental education 
coursework is typically not counted towards 
credit accumulation, it may be that a substantial 
number of students who failed to accumulate 20 
or more credits were progressing through their 
developmental education requirements. 

Noteworthy is the fact that, overall, students 
completed 4 to 6 fewer credits than they 
attempted. The number of credits attempted 
by race/ethnicity varied between 18 and 20 
credits. The highest course completion rates 
were observed among White and Asian/Pacifc 
Islander students, 78 and 76 percent respectively, 
compared with Hispanic (70 percent), Native 
American (69 percent), and Black (66 percent) 
students. The percentage of students completing 
at least 20 credits in the frst year also varied 
by race/ethnicity, ranging from 36 percent for 
Asian/Pacifc Islander students to 24 percent for 
Black, non-Hispanic students. 

Receipt  of  a  Pell  Grant  during  the  frst  term  is  the 
proxy measure for being low-income. Consistent 
with  earlier  Data  Notes4  fndings,  Pell  Grant 
recipients had an advantage over non-recipients 
with regard to the number of credits attempted, 
21 and 17 credits, respectively. This difference 
may be due to the fact that Pell Grant recipients 

” 
       

“�Pell Grant recipients may be attempt-
ing more credits, but they complete 
credits at a lower rate than non-
recipients.

are more likely to enroll full-time than non-recip-
ients. Not surprisingly, Pell Grant recipients were 
much more likely to fnish 20 or more credits (35 
percent)  than  were  non-recipients  (29  percent) 
during  the  frst  academic  year.  The  advantage 
for  Pell  students  was  lost  when  measuring  the 
percentage  of  credits  attempted  that  were  com-
pleted,  71  percent  compared  with  74  percent 
respectively. Thus, Pell Grant recipients may be 
attempting more credits, but they complete cred-
its at a lower rate than non-recipients. 

As expected, students enrolled full-time during 
their frst term attempted and completed more 
credits than did students attending less than full-
time. Full-time students were the most likely to 
complete 20 or more credits during the frst year. 
Fifty-three percent of students who enrolled full-
time during the frst term completed 20 or more 
credits during their frst year compared with 14  
percent  of  students  attending  part-time  and  2  per- 
cent of those attending less than half-time. Inter-
estingly,  students  attending  less  than  half-time 
completed a higher percentage of attempted cred-
its, 77 percent, than did students attending half-
time, 72 percent, and full-time, 74 percent. This 
difference could result from students enrolling in 
just one or two courses have more time to focus 
on their classes than those enrolling in more. 

Students who declared majors were more likely 
to complete at least 20 credits during their frst 
academic year than those who did not declare 
majors, 32 and 33 percent for students who 
declared transfer or terminal majors compared 
with 28 percent of those with undeclared majors. 
However, students with undeclared majors 
completed more of the credits they attempted 
when compared with those who declared majors; 
students who did not declare majors in their 
frst term completed 78 percent of the credits 
they attempted compared with students initially 
enrolled in terminal majors with a 75 percent 
completion rate, and transfer-seeking majors 
with a 71 percent completion rate. 

     “�…students completed 4 to 6 fewer 
credits than they attempted.” 

What  Is  a  Cohort? 
A  cohort  is  a  group  
of people studied dur-
ing a period of time. 
The individuals in the 
group have at least one 
statistical factor—such 
as  when  they  started 
college—in common. 

The  Achieving  the 
Dream 2002 student 
cohort, for example, is 
the group of credential-
seeking students that 
attended  Achieving 
the Dream institutions 
for the frst time in fall 
2002. 

Tracking  a  cohort  makes 
it possible to compare 
progress and outcomes 
of different groups of 
students  (e.g.,  groups 
defned by race, age or 
other  demographic  char-
acteristics) and to deter-
mine if there are gaps 
in achievement among 
groups of interest. 

Third Year Outcomes 
Overall, 45 percent of students completed, trans-
ferred, or were still enrolled by year three (Figure 
2). The difference between the results released by 
the U.S Department of Education (nearly 62 per-
cent) and those reported here may be attributed 
to the Department’s defnition of the cohort as 
frst-time, full-time students compared with the 
Achieving the Dream defnition of all students 
who are entering this college for the frst-time. 
In addition, Achieving the Dream colleges have 
been selected because they enroll higher propor-
tions of students who typically struggle to suc-
ceed in college. 

Consistent  with  previous  analysis,  course 
completions,  persistence,  and  credential  comple-
tion  rates  were  higher  for  White  and  Asian/ 
Pacifc  Islander  students.  White  and  Asian/ 
Pacifc  Islander  students  had  higher  frst-year 
course completion rates and higher persistence 
and attainment outcomes in the third year than 
did  Black,  Hispanic,  and  Native  American 
students.  Noteworthy  is  Hispanic,  Black,  and 
Native American students’ third year persistence 
and  credential  completion  rates  considering  their 
course completion rates in the frst year. 

(continued on next page) 

4  For a more in-depth analysis of Pell Grant recipients, see Clery, S. “Outcomes of Pell Grant Recipi-
ents,” Data Notes, 6(4), No. 4. July/August 2011. Available at: http://www.achievingthedream.org/ 
Portal/Modules/a3849acb-ba8d-4b59-afae-55a2ed5a6aa0.asset?. 

2 Data Notes | November/December 2011 
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“�Although Hispanic students were less 
likely to complete 20 or more credits in 
the frst year compared with students 
of other race/ethnicities, the 45 percent 
of Hispanic students who persisted, 
completed credentials, or transferred 
by the third year was similar to results 
for White students, 46 percent.

can c c c me me e ng ng r t t l i i i m ed 
ande an ana

span
span

span i it i i i
-see

k
-see

k rio t t t r rr a- - -T
e Pell G

ved
Pell G

ve Ame Full f f ll l l
Undecs i i i Ha

han-haH H Hÿc I r- - lna e
, non , non f

ansi ii Pac v mt iNa ecet rack e i- r
Rece e T/ t ess Tian Wh t rlBi L

d noAs
iD

Figure 2. Percentage of students who completed, transferred, or persisted through the third year, by selected student 
characteristics 
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Note: Includes students from cohorts 2003 through 2007 from rounds 1 through 4 and Cohort 2009 and 2010 colleges. 

” 
Although Hispanic students were less likely to 
complete  20  or  more  credits  in  the  frst  year 
compared  with  students  of  other  race/ethnicities, 
the  45  percent  of  Hispanic  students  who  persisted, 
completed  credentials,  or  transferred  by  the  third 
year was similar to results for White students,  
46  percent.  Likewise,  even  though  Black  students 
were the least likely to complete 20 credits in the 
frst year (24 percent), they were more likely than 
Native  American  students  to  complete  a  credential, 
transfer,  or  persist  by  the  third  year  (38  compared 
with 34 percent). Native American students were 
the  least  likely  to  complete,  transfer,  or  persist  by 
the  third  year  despite  having  better  frst-year 
outcomes than Hispanic and Black students. 

The  data  reveal  a  large  gap  in  third-year 
persistence and completion measures between 
students initially enrolling full-time and students 
attending half-time and less than half-time dur-
ing the frst term of enrollment. Nearly half of 
the students who enrolled on a full-time basis 
during their frst term completed, transferred, 
or enrolled in the third year. Comparatively, 41 
percent of students attending half-time and 30 
percent of those less than half-time completed, 
transferred, or enrolled in the third year. 

The degree completion or transfer rates by year 
three did not vary between Pell Grant recipients 

and non-recipients, which is consistent with 
previous Data Notes6 analysis. Students who 
declared  majors  had  better  outcomes  by  the  
third year than students who did not declare 
majors. 

What Does it Mean? 
These  fndings  indicate  that,  in  general,  stu-
dents who complete 20 or more credits during 
the  frst  academic  year  have  better  long-term 
outcomes.  Consistent  with  broader  higher  edu-
cation research, students who enrolled full-time 
during  their  frst  term  were  much  more  likely 
than  students  attending  college  on  a  half-time 
basis  to  complete  20  or  more  credits  in  their 
frst  year  of  enrollment  and  have  higher  per-
sistence  and  attainment  outcomes  in  the  third 
year.  The  analysis  yielded  mixed  results  across 
different  race/ethnicities.  Third  year  outcomes 
did  not  vary  when  examined  by  Pell  Grant 
status.  Finally,  students  with  declared  majors 
in their frst term were more likely to complete, 
transfer,  or  persist  than  those  who  did  not 
declare  majors. 

Disaggregating the data by student characteris-
tics can help colleges identify differences in edu-
cational progression and outcomes. Intervention 
efforts to improve student outcomes should be 
designed to be sensitive to the particular needs 
and educational goals of various student groups. 
The following questions might help colleges 
explore the issue further: 

■ 	 W	 hat can you do to get students to start out 
full-time and maintain full-time enrollment 
throughout the frst, second, and third year? 

■ 	 W	 hat are the goals for students who start 
enrollment at less than half-time? 

(continued on next page) 
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■ 	 H	 ow can you get students to declare majors 
and how does the college know if that student 
is following a plan to graduate? 

■ 	 W	 hat do students who persist, transfer to a 
2- or 4-year institution, or complete a degree 
within three years have in common? 

■ 	 W	 hat  can  the  college  do  to  increase  successful 
class completion rates for students? 

Achieving the Dream colleges can download the 
companion  tables  to  this  issue  of  Data  Notes, 
featuring your college’s data, at the Achieving 
the  Dream  National  Database  website,  www. 
dreamwebsubmission.org. ■ 

Data  Notes  is  a  bimonthly 
publication  that  examines  data 
to illuminate the challenges 
facing  Achieving  the  Dream 
colleges  and  to  chart  their 
progress over time. 

This issue of Data Notes was 
written by Elif Bor, Research 
Associate, JBL Associates, Inc., 
and edited by Katie Loovis, 
Achieving the Dream’s Chief 
Operating Offcer. Newsletter 
production by Linda Marcetti, 
founder of Asterisk & Image, 
subcontractor to JBL Associ-
ates, Inc. 

If  you  have  questions  regarding 
this issue, or if there is a topic 
you  would  like  to  see  addressed 
in Data Notes, please contact 
Sue  Clery  at  sclery@jblassoc.com. 

Note: This issue of Data Notes  
uses  the  April  2011  version 
of  the  Achieving  the  Dream 
National Database. Institutions 
are  grouped  by  the  year  they 
started work with the Achieving 
the Dream. 
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