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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. 

What is in a Name? Are they Really 
Credential-Seeking Students? 
Colleges  often  focus  on  improving  programs 
instead of reaching institutional goals. One rea-
son for this is that they measure success in terms 
of programmatic outcomes, but do not analyze 
successful students who leave without obtain-
ing degrees or certifcates. Many students enter 
community colleges with intentions other than 
obtaining degrees or transferring to four-year 
institutions. Seemingly, some credential-seeking 
students often are simply interested in enrolling 
in a class or two to brush up on or learn a new 
skill, or to fulfll requirements for occupational 
certifcation.  Other  students  may  be  simply 
“testing the academic waters,” which is easily 
done at a local community college. Still others 
may be enrolled at four-year institutions and 
taking  community  college  courses  concurrently. 
Research  indicates  graduation  rates  among 
community  college  students  who  are  likely  more 
committed  to  their  academics—those  attending 
more  than  half-time,  or  who  stated  that  earning 
a  credential  or  transferring  was  their  intention— 
are  much  higher  than  for  all  students  entering 
who are classifed as being credential-seeking.1  

This  analysis  explores  students’  frst-term 
academic  achievement,  and  those  who  returned 
for a second academic term. The intention was 
to tease out students who left college after the 
frst term, even though they were successful in 
the courses they attempted. Students from all 
Achieving the Dream cohorts and colleges were 
included in this analysis. Demographic and aca-
demic differences—race/ethnicity, Pell receipt, 
gender,  age,  major  feld  of  student,  attendance 
and developmental referral status—were exam-
ined, along with persistence to the second term 
for the following student groups: 

•  Students  completing  all  courses  attempted, 
and earning grade point averages (GPAs)  
of 2.0 or higher. 

•  Students with GPAs under 2.0, but com-
pleting all courses attempted. 

•  Students  not  completing  all  courses 
attempted, but earning GPAs of 2.0 or 
higher. 

•  Students  not  completing  all  courses 
attempted, and earning GPAs under 2.0. 

     

       

��…nearly one-half of students, 47 percent, 
completed all of their attempted courses 
and earned GPAs of 2.0 or higher during 
their frst academic term.” 

“

First Term Outcomes 
Figure 1 displays students’ frst-term outcomes 
in terms of GPA achieved and whether students 
completed all courses they attempted. Overall, 
nearly one-half of students, 47 percent, com-
pleted all of their attempted courses and earned 
GPAs  of  2.0  or  higher  during  their  frst  aca-
demic term—called frst-term achievers herein  
—while nearly one-quarter of students, 23 per- 
cent,  did  not  complete  all  courses  attempted 
and completed the frst term with GPAs under 
2.0. The remaining 30 percent of students were 
evenly divided between completing all courses 
attempted with less than a 2.0 GPA, and attain-
ing a GPA of 2.0 or higher, but not completing 
all attempted courses. 

Interestingly, the frst-term achiever rate varied 
signifcantly by age. Student’s age is positively 
correlated with frst term-achievement: 43 per- 
cent of students under the age of 23 were frst-
term  achievers,  compared  with  53  percent  of 
those  23  to  29  years  old,  and  58  percent  of  those 
30 or older. 

Achieving the Dream uses Pell grant receipt as 
an  indicator  of  low-income  status;  Pell  grant 
receipt likely also indicates lower socioeconomic 
status  (SES)2.  SES  has  been  shown  to  be  cor-
related with academic achievement. It is not sur-
prising that Pell grant recipients were less likely 
to  be  frst-term  achievers  than  non-recipients: 
49 percent of students who did not receive Pell 
grants were frst-term achievers, compared with 
41 percent of students receiving Pell grants. 

Because developmental education students begin 
with academic challenges, they likely initially 
struggle with their academicsmore than students 
without developmental needs. Thus, it is not 

(continued on next page) 
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1 Thomas Bailey, Davis Jenkins, and D. Timothy Leinbach. “The Effect of Student Goals on Community College Performance 
Measures,” Community College Research Center Brief, No. 33. March 2007. Available: http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/Publication. 
asp?UID=497. 
2 SES is a measure of economic and social position relative to others based on a combination of income, education, and occupation. 

www.achievingthedream.org
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surprising to fnd that the frst-term achiever rate 
for non-developmental education students was 
greater than that for students referred to at least 
one developmental education course. Fifty-six 
percent of non-developmental students were 
frst-term achievers compared with 40 percent 
of non-developmental students. 

Interestingly, students attending less than half-
time, or, presumably, those taking just one class, 
were much more likely to be frst-term achiev-
ers, 61 percent, than were students attending 
half-time, 46 percent, or full-time, 44 percent. 
Students  enrolled  in  just  one  class  may  have 
more  time  to  focus  on  that  single  class  than 
do  students  who,  for  example,  are  attending 

” 
    “�Students attending less than half-time… 

were much more likely to be frst-term 
achievers.

full-time and are enrolled in many more classes. 
Many community colleges students also work 
full-time and have family and other demands. 
The addition of a full-time academic course load 
decreases a student’s ability to focus on each and 
every class. 

By  race/ethnicity  and  gender,  women  were  more 
likely to be frst-term achievers than men, and 
Native American, Hispanic and Black students 
were  less  likely  to  be  frst-term  achievers  than 
White and Asian/Pacifc Islander students. Inter-
estingly, transfer-seeking students were slightly 
less likely to be frst-term achievers, 45 percent, 
than were terminal-seeking majors or students 
with undeclared majors, 49 percent for both 
groups. 

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

        
         
       

               

    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    

    
    

    

    
    

    
    

    

    
    

    
    

    

Completed Completed Did not complete Did not complet
all courses all courses all courses all courses 
attempted and attempted, attempted, attempted, 

Student characteristic GPA 2.0 or higher GPA under 2.0 GPA 2.0 or higher GPA under 2.0 

Total 47 15 15 23 
Gender 

Female 49 14 15 21 
Male 43 15 15 27 
Race/ethnicity 
Native American 40 14 16 29 
Asian/Pacifc Islander 54 11 14 20 
Black, non-Hispanic 37 16 16 31 
White, non-Hispanic 51 15 14 20 
Hispanic 43 13 18 27 

Age 
Younger than 23 43 14 17 26 
23–29 53 15 12 20 
30 or older 58 16 10 15 

Pell grant, frst term enrolled 
Received Pell grant 41 15 18 26 
Did not receive Pell grant 49 12 15 23 

Major feld of study 
Terminal major 49 15 13 22 
Transfer seeking 45 12 18 26 
Undeclared 49 18 12 20 

Referred to any developmental education 
No 56 12 13 19 
Yes 40 16 17 27 

Attendance status, frst term enrolled 
Full-time 44 10 21 25 
Half-time 46 15 13 25 
Less than half-time 61 17 3 19 

e 

Note: Students from all Achieving the Dream cohorts and colleges were included in this analysis. 

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. 

Second Term Persistence 
Overall, 68 percent of students persisted to 
the  second  term  (fgure  2).  Students  with 
higher grades—GPAs of 2.0 or higher—were 
more likely to persist than those with grades 
below 2.0, whether they completed all courses 
attempted during the frst term or not. Interest-
ingly, among students who had GPAs of 2.0 or 
higher, those who did not complete all courses 
attempted persisted to the second term at the 
highest  rate,  80  percent,  while  those  who  did 
complete  all  frst-term  courses,  persisted  at  a 
slightly lower rate, 78 percent. 

Figure 3 displays frst-term achievers by second-
term persistence status and selected student 
characteristics. Previously noted was the positive 

(continued on next page) 
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correlation between frst-term achievement 
and age. Interestingly, the results indicate that 
age is negatively correlated with persistence of 
frst-term achievers: 69 percent of frst-term 
achievers over 30, and 71 percent of those 

between 23 and 29, persisted to the second term, 
compared  with  84  percent  of  those  younger  than 
23. This negative relationship could be the result 
of  non-academic  demands  on  older  students 
causing them not to enroll for the second term. 
Or, older students may be more likely to have 
jobs than younger students, and simply needed 
one  or  two  classes  to  gain  expertise  for  their 
current job, thus decreasing the need to re-enroll. 
This  hypothesis  is  reinforced  by  the  fact  that 
frst-term achievers who enrolled less-than-half-
time  during  the  frst  term  persisted  at  much 
lower  rates  than  students  who  attended  half-time 
or more, 55 compared to 80 to 90 percent for 
half- and full-time students. 

     
     “87 percent of Pell grant recipients 

persisted to the second term, compared 
with 74 percent of non-recipients…

�
” 

Figure 2. Percentage of Achieving the Dream students persisting to the second term, by frst-term outcomes 

100% 
Pe
rc
en
ta
ge

 

80% 78% 

68% 

60% 

40% 

58% 

80% 

47% 

20% 

0% 
Total   Completed all   Completed all    Did not complete    Did not complete 

 courses attempted,  courses attempted,   all courses attempted,   all courses attempted, 
   GPA 2.0 or higher   GPA under 2.0    GPA 2.0 or higher   GPA under 2.0 

Note:  Students  from  all  Achieving  the  Dream  cohorts  and  colleges  were  included  in  this  analysis. 
 

Figure  3.  Percentage  of  Achieving  the  Dream  students 
completing all courses attempted and achieving GPAs 2.0 
or higher during the frst term, by second-term persistence 
status and selected student characteristics 

  Student characteristic  Persisted    Did not persist 

 Total
Gender 

 Female
 Male

Race/ethnicity 
 Native American

 Asian/Pacifc Islander
 Black, non-Hispanic
 White, non-Hispanic

 Hispanic
Age 

 Younger than 23
 23–29

 30 or older
Pell grant, frst term enrolled 

 Received Pell grant
 Did not receive Pell grant

Major feld of study 
 Terminal major

 Transfer seeking
 Undeclared

Referred to any  
developmental education 

 Yes
No  

Attendance status,  
frst term enrolled 

 Full-time
 Half-time

 Less than half-time

 78  

 79  
 78  

 80  
 78  
 76  
 79  
 79  

 84  
 71  
 69  

 87  
 74  

 79  
 81  
 69  

 83  
 74  

 90  
 80  
 55  

 22 

 21 
 22 

 20 
 22 
 24 
 21 
 21 

 16 
 29 
 31 

 13 
 26 

 21 
 19 
 31 

 17 
 26 

 10 
 20 
 45 

Noteworthy is the difference in second-term 
persistence between frst-term achievers who 
were Pell grant recipients or non-recipients— 
87 percent of Pell grant recipients persisted to the 
second term, compared with 74 percent of non-
recipients. The higher persistence rates for non-
recipients could be the result of several combined 
infuences, among them the fact that Pell grant 
recipients are more likely to attend full-time, and 
thus to persist, than are non-recipients. There 
may be a large portion of non-recipients who 
are on the border fnancially and had fnancial 
reasons for not persisting. 

First-term achievers who were referred to at least 
one  developmental  course  were  more  likely  to 
persist to the second term, 83 percent, than were 
those not referred to any developmental educa-
tion, 74 percent. Perhaps successful completion 
of  the  frst-term,  and  developmental  education 
coursework, created the momentum for develop-
mental students that enable them to carry on to Note:  Students  from  all  Achieving  the  Dream  cohorts  and  

colleges were included in this analysis. (continued on next page) 
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the  second  term.  Further  investigation  may  reveal 
an  inverse  relationship  between  age  and  devel-
opmental needs, with older students needing less 
developmental  coursework  than  younger,  thus 
causing higher persistence rates for developmen-
tal  students.  Only  minor  variations  were  revealed 
when examining second-term persistence rates 
by gender and race/ethnicity, and when compar-
ing terminal degree-seeking and transfer-seeking 
students. 

What Does it Mean? 
The  analysis  indicates  that  age  and  frst-term 
attendance  status  are  signifcantly  related  to  both 
frst-term achievement and second-term persis-
tence. Older students and those attending less 
than half-time were more likely to be frst-term 
achievers,  but  they  were  also  less  likely  to  persist 
to  the  second  term.  This  phenomenon  could 
indicate that older students who are employed 
already  may  merely  need  a  course  or  two  for 
occupational certifcation, or to brush up on or 
quickly learn a new skill. Thus, although they 
enrolled in a credential-bearing course or two, 
they  may  truly  not  be  credential-seeking  stu-
dents. Or, these older students could have other 
demands on their time, such as family, prohibit-
ing them from attending full-time and persist-
ing  to  the  second  term.  Finally,  older,  frst-term 
achievers  who  attended  less-than-full-time 
would  have  been  ineligible  for  Pell  grants  and 
thus, may have encountered fnancial issues that 
prevented them from re-enrolling—the fndings 
indicated  Pell  grant  recipients  were  more  likely  to 
persist than non-recipients. Or, simply, the older 
students  may  never  have  intended  to  continue 
their enrollment. 

The  academic  challenges  faced  by  develop-
mental  students  are  evidenced  by  the  frst-term 

achievement—developmental students were less 
likely to be frst-term achievers than were non-
developmental students. However, if they did 
achieve, developmental students were more likely 
to persist to the second term than their non-
developmental counterparts. 

These results emphasize the need to disaggregate 
student data to refne what seems like an obvious 
relationship between achievement, measured here 
by grades, frst-term completion, and second-
term persistence. The relationships revealed 
here indicate interventions aimed at improving 
student outcomes need to be sensitive to many 
variations. Further, colleges need to determine 
methods to differentiate frst-time students who 
do not intend to continue from those who identify 
credential-seeking goals upon entry. To respond 
to these questions, colleges can examine the 
following: 

■ What are the differences in the academic 
achievement of students who do not return 
for a second term? 

■	 Why do students who are academically suc-
cessful early in their college careers leave? 

■	 If all students were successful in their studies, 
what would be our persistence rate? 

■ What can be done for students who do not do 
well in their frst semester, but continue their 
enrollment? 

■ Are there issues that older students face in 
college that accounts for their early leaving? 
What can the college do to address these 
issues? 

Achieving  the  Dream  colleges  can  download  the 
companion  tables  to  this  issue  of  Data  Notes, 
featuring  your  college’s  data,  at  www.dreamweb  
submission.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 Sue Clery, 
Senior Research Associate, 
with assistance from Tomás 
Harmon, Intern, JBL Associates, 
Inc., Consultant to Achieving 
the Dream, and edited by 
Katie Loovis, Achieving the 
Dream’s Chief Operating Offcer. 
Newsletter production by Linda 
Marcetti, founder of Asterisk 
& Image, subcontractor to JBL 
Associates, 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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