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By John Buttermore, Eliott Baker, and David Culp

The public higher education landscape in the United 
States has changed significantly over the past several de-
cades. The most widely publicized change has been the 
steadily decreasing percentage of operating revenues from 
state support. This issue has been thrust into public view 
by states’ assaults in recent years on public university bud-
gets. Current economic conditions have brought state 
budgetary issues concerning education funding to the 
crisis stage, though public universities have been facing 
reductions in the percentage of funding from their states 
for some time. By now it is well known that state spending 
on corrections, entitlement programs, and state employee 
pension funds is diminishing its ability to support public 
higher and K–1 education (Tandberg 010).

The second change has been the increasing demand for 
access to public higher education. Altbach, Reisberg and 
Rumbley (009) report an enrollment increase from 000 
to 007 of more than 0 million students globally in the 
eighteen to -year-old cohort. High school graduates, 
their parents, and nontraditional workers increasingly 
perceive a higher education degree as a ticket to success. 
Employment statistics bear this out: The Bureau of Labor 
Statistics reported in June 01 that the group includ-
ing bachelor’s and higher degree holders had a seasonally 
adjusted unemployment rate of .1 percent compared to 
an overall civilian labor force unemployment rate of 1. 

percent (U.S. Dept. of Labor 01). Yet increasing demand 
for access and increasing operating costs have caused the 
average tuition at private and public higher education in-
stitutions to increase faster than the average inflation rate 
(Archibald and Feldman 010).

At a time when demand for access to higher education 
is at an all-time high, some regions are experiencing abso-
lute decreases in population as well as demographic shifts 
in birth rates that negatively affect enrollment (Tucker 
01). In addition, many states are reducing their level 
of support for higher education, with the result that tu-
ition increases have become one of the only means left for 
balancing budgets. In many states where tuition rates are 
controlled by state legislatures, universities are increas-
ingly pressed to match annual revenues with expenditures. 
Many institutions are seeking to raise revenues and cut 
costs where they can.

The purpose of this article is to examine the potential 
for public universities to utilize year-round operations for 
revenue generation and cost containment by increasing 
the number of courses offered during summer and winter 
sessions and thereby increasing overall enrollment. Two 
factors have inspired the increase in time-compressed 
courses: (1) the ability to develop online versions of exist-
ing courses in order to improve access and () the iden-
tification of practical ways to support classes with low 

Time-compressed courses at state-supported universities have served a variety of 

purposes. It has been traditional to set scheduling policies that would make 

summer and winter sessions self-funding. They have not been viewed, however, 

as potential enrollment generators. This is an opportunity that can no longer be 

overlooked. This paper describes one state university’s efforts to enhance 

enrollment through year-round operation. Although Slippery Rock University faces 

unique constraints, much can be learned from its efforts.
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enrollment so more courses can be made available. This 
analysis is supported by a case study of Slippery Rock Uni-
versity (SRU) of Pennsylvania’s movement toward year-
round operation. SRU is one of fourteen state-owned 
institutions in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. To-
gether, they make up the Pennsylvania State System of 
Higher Education (PASSHE). PASSHE is the tenth largest 
university system in the United States and the rd larg-
est in the world, with a system-wide enrollment in 010 of 
nearly 10,000 students (PASSHE 011).

INNOVATIONS IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Because funding increases have become increasingly prob-
lematic, some institutions have found innovative ways to 
produce more graduates without increasing their net costs. 
One of the more interesting approaches is at Brigham 
Young University–Idaho (BYU–Idaho), where a com-
plete third (summer) semester was added to the traditional 
two-semester plus summer school model. Administrators 
enroll the same number of students in all three semesters. 
Faculty are compensated for the increased teaching load, 
but other added expenses are minimal. This has resulted in 
a -percent reduction in instructional costs per student, 
even taking into account increased faculty compensa-
tion (Cota, Jayaram and Laboissiere 011). BYU–Idaho’s 
many innovations in course delivery, modular curriculum, 
and other areas are detailed in The Innovative University: 
Changing the DNA of Higher Education from the Inside 
Out (Christensen and Eyring 011).

A less complicated approach to increasing revenue is to 
find ways to increase summer school enrollments—and, 
more recently, to develop winter terms between the fall 
and spring semesters.

THE EVOLUTION OF TIME-COMPRESSED COURSES

In The American University in Summer Revisited, 
Schoenfeld (198) observes, “Among the more endur-
ing American news media myths is the implication that 
each summer every college and university takes up the 
campus sidewalks, so to speak, not to rise until autumn.” 
Despite the widespread belief that very little happens on 
American campuses in the summer, 1,00 accredited col-
leges and universities were already offering some type of 
summer session by 19. In 199, the U.S. Department 
of Education reported in its Institutional Characteristics 

Survey that an estimated ,07 out of a total of ,800 U.S. 
higher education institutions had a summer term. Today, 
virtually every college and university offers some sort of 
summer program. This trend has also spread to England, 
Scotland, Canada, Australia, Mexico, and the Caribbean 
(Howard 00).

One of the longest-running debates over the use of 
time-compressed courses pertains to such courses’ aca-
demic integrity. As long ago as 197, Glenn Frank, then 
president of the University of Wisconsin–Madison, said, 
“Six weeks was too short a time in which to produce any-
thing of educational value” (Slichter 197). Despite the 
proliferation of the use of some variant of summer term, 
Howard (00) states, “Annual reports of summer pro-
gram deans/directors consistently mention that they face 
challenges to academic excellence in the summer even as 
they are asked to meet the changing academic needs of 
learners in creative and innovative ways.” Howard (00) 
reports further that the annual meeting agendas of sum-
mer session associations (for example, the Association of 
University Summer Sessions, the North Central Confer-
ence of Summer Sessions, the North American Associa-
tion of Summer Sessions, and the Western Association of 
Summer Session Administrators) always include topics 
related to the academic effectiveness of summer-term ses-
sions. Nevertheless, time-compressed sessions at U.S. col-
leges and universities continue to increase in scope as well 
as focus. This alone is fairly conclusive evidence that time-
compressed programs have academic merit. One study 
of more than ,000 students found evidence of higher 
grades and increased learning in time-shortened courses 
(Austin and Gustafson 00). The researchers used 
matched sets of prerequisite and follow-on courses and 
then compared students’ performance in the follow-on 
course on the basis of their enrollment in a semester-long 
versus a time-compressed prerequisite course. Students 
who had enrolled in the time-compressed prerequisite 
courses earned significantly higher grades in the follow-on 
course compared to their peers who had taken semester-
long prerequisite courses. Another study comparing the 
rigor of time-compressed courses to that of semester-long 
courses found that students enrolled in the latter studied 
more per credit hour per week but that the workload in 
any given class was more likely to be influenced by the in-
structor and the subject than by the length of the course 
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(Lutes and Davies 01). Other institutional surveys re-
port students’ high level of satisfaction with the quality 
of their summer educational experience (Grobsmith 1997, 
Lee 1999).

The increase of time-compressed offerings has been fu-
eled by demand as well as supply. During the past decade, 
student perceptions of their educational experiences have 
changed. As much as faculty and universities try to cre-
ate lifelong learners, students today are very much career 
driven. Many students’ overriding question when they ar-
rive on campus is “How soon can I get my degree?” This is 
especially true of the growing number of students in Penn-
sylvania who are transfering from community colleges to 
four-year institutions. The pattern of attending school 
during a nine-month academic year and working during 
the summer has been replaced with year-round part- and 
even full-time employment. If students work year round, 
it is natural for them to also want to attend school year 
round. Summer and winter sessions provide the opportu-
nity for students to complete their education sooner than 
they otherwise would be able to. This can save them money 
and get them to full-time employment sooner. Students 
also perceive time-compressed offerings as a solution to 
the peak load problems they encounter during the regular 
school year. Courses that quickly enroll to capacity and/
or that have high enrollments may also be offered during 
summer and winter terms. Students may need to balance 
their school workload against their employment schedule 
during the traditional fall and spring semesters. Students 
may find other advantages in time-compressed offerings, 
such as the opportunity to enroll at an institution closer to 
home when their primary college is not in regular session; 
to complete graduation requirements without returning 
for an entire semester; or to take a course as an alternative 
to summer or holiday idleness.

On the supply side, the university has provided time-
compressed terms for a variety of reasons. In many cases, 
offerings have been a response to student demand. If the 
university does not respond to this demand, then students 
will enroll elsewhere. Faculty perceive shortened terms as 
a way of supplementing their annual income and of reduc-
ing their own boredom. Many colleges and universities use 
the opportunity to teach during summer or winter terms 
as a faculty recruitment tool. Time-compressed terms 
are also a way to use existing facilities and staff more ef-

ficiently, helping to offset the peak load problem. Rather 
than hiring more faculty and building more classrooms, 
existing resources can be utilized year round, spreading 
fixed costs over more units. The final benefit on the sup-
ply side is the potential for additional revenue generation 
through increased enrollment. This potential has been 
greatly enhanced by the growing popularity of distance 
education. This is due in no small part to technological 
advances that have made the offering of classes through 
learning management systems (LMS) both efficient and 
cost effective.

ORGANIZATIONAL MODELS FOR  
TIME-COMPRESSED SESSIONS

Organizational models for time-compressed terms typi-
cally are of three types: centralized, decentralized, and hy-
brid. Demetrulias (00) describes a centralized model as 
a summer school program that is self-funded and admin-
istered by an autonomous summer session office. Decen-
tralized organizational structures are more distributive: 
state-funded summer-term functions are performed by 
various collegiate units with dispersed accountability. Hy-
brid models typically are structured as centralized admin-
istration with decentralized academic functions.

Although data indicate a general ten-year trend of in-
creasing numbers of decentralized programs, the largest 
number of shortened sessions continues to be described as 
centralized organizational structures (Demetrulias 00). 
Johnson (000) studied the fiscal practices of doctoral re-
search universities: 7 percent of those studied used an al-
locative model to fund time-compressed terms; 8 percent 
funded such terms with self-generated income; and  per-
cent used a decentralized approach in which revenue was 
directed to the academic unit responsible for its generation.

SLIPPERY ROCK UNIVERSITY  
CASE STUDY: THE PROBLEM

SRU is located in a region of the country experiencing 
both stagnant population growth and a demographic 
shift in birth rates that has negatively affected high school 
graduation rates (Tucker 01). Traditionally, graduating 
high school seniors have represented the most important 
pool of potential SRU students. With this population de-
creasing, the university needed to identify other means 
of maintaining or increasing enrollment and credit-hour 
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production. One solution was to increase the number of 
courses available during summer and winter terms. How-
ever, two important issues had to be resolved in order to 
do so: First, more online offerings had to be identified. 
Second, courses with low enrollments had to be offered 
economically. How SRU met these two challenges is the 
focus of this case study.

Increase Online Offerings

PASSHE system administrators recognized the impor-
tance of developing online courses and realized as well that 
the pedagogical differences between face-to-face and on-
line classes meant that significant work had to be done to 
effect such a change. PASSHE faculty were offered a one-
time “development fee” to create and teach the first sec-
tion of an online version of a course. Faculty responded to 
the incentive enthusiastically, with the result that a signifi-
cant number of courses began to be offered online. In fact, 
SRU’s winter session (during the traditional break between 
fall and spring semesters) comprises only online courses.

SRU developed a training and certification program 
to help faculty migrate courses from a traditional class-
room setting to a virtual environment and to familiarize 
them with the differences between online and face-to-face 
learning. The campus’s Center for Excellence in Teaching 
and Educational Technology administers the three-week 
online program. Faculty learn pedagogy and rudiments of 
course design and implementation specific to online deliv-
ery. Faculty must complete this certification successfully 
before they may teach an online or hybrid (i.e., partially 
delivered online) course.

Slippery Rock University prides itself on being a pre-
mier residential university. For this reason, it limits the use 
of online instruction to special programs and the summer 
term and winter session. PASSHE contracts with a learn-
ing management system provider that provides a course 
shell for all academic offerings. The collective bargaining 
agreement (CBA) with the faculty union includes specific 
language about faculty compensation for online teach-
ing. The number of online or distributed education (DE) 
courses as a percentage of total university course offerings 
has increased rapidly over the past several years. Table 1 
shows that in 009–10, 170 courses—or approximately  
percent of all undergraduate courses—were offered on-
line; by 01–1, the number had increased to  courses, 

or . percent of all undergraduate courses. In just one 
year, winter-term courses (all DE) accounted for almost 
half as many courses as the number offered in the summer 
(8 compared to 10 in AY 01–1).

Overcoming Roadblocks to Low-Enrolled Courses

The organizational model for time-compressed sessions 
at SRU is a fairly complex hybrid model. The Office of 
Academic Records and Summer School administers the 
summer and winter terms. The executive director of aca-
demic records, summer school, and graduate studies typi-
cally makes recommendations concerning low-enrolled 
courses to the provost. The provost has final administra-
tive authority regarding the number of courses offered 
campus-wide, how the academic unit will allocate them, 
and whether a specific course has sufficient enrollment 
for the course to be offered. A Summer School Advisory 
Committee assists the executive director in setting policy 
guidelines. The committee includes the executive director, 
an academic dean, and three faculty members.

Historically, the Office of Academic Records and 
Summer School used a formula as the basis for allocat-
ing courses to academic units: An academic unit received 
one undergraduate course for every eighteen students 
enrolled in the unit’s courses the previous summer term. 
For graduate courses, the allocation number was twelve. 
The rationale was that summer school was to be self-sup-
porting—that is, it was to generate sufficient revenue to 
pay for all additional summer contracts at the university. 
This included faculty teaching the courses, chairpersons’ 
non-teaching summer compensation, and any additional 
summer contracts at the discretion of the provost. Occa-
sionally, other summer contracts were issued for a variety 
of non-instructional purposes. Winter courses are a rela-
tively new phenomenon at SRU, having first been offered 
in 011. The data show that they have quickly become a 
significant part of SRU’s time-compressed course offerings.

Though not mandated by the CBA, an allocated course 
at SRU was considered ‘guaranteed’ once it was assigned to 
a faculty member to teach. This guarantee was independent 
of the course’s actual enrollment. In addition to guaranteed 
courses, each academic dean historically had also been 
given three courses to be allocated among academic units 
at his/her discretion. These additional courses were offered 
contingent on reaching enrollment of at least eighteen stu-
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dents. Not surprisingly, few contingency courses were suc-
cessful because most high-enrollment courses were already 
built into the regular summer schedule.

SRU’s administrative model is decentralized as relates 
to the programmatic quality of summer offerings. Courses 
and programs to be offered during the summer term are 
subject to the same faculty-driven curricular approval 
process as fall- and spring-term offerings. Once a depart-
ment chair receives a course allocation, he or she devel-
ops a summer schedule based on student needs, program 
needs, and faculty availability. The allocation formula has 
a built-in incentive in that next year’s course allocation is 
dependent upon this year’s enrollments. Assuming a de-
sire to at least maintain if not increase the department’s 
course allocation, summer offerings are often predicated 
more on student demand than on other program goals. In 
other words, the departments have always believed that 
summer school is about the numbers.

Two problems developed that encouraged the provost 
to direct the Summer School Advisory Committee to re-
consider the historical procedure. First, summer school 
enrollments began to decrease. Anecdotally, this was at-

tributed to two factors: The first was a change in the num-
ber of credit hours students are allowed to transfer from 
community colleges. SRU is bound by PASSHE and state 
guidelines regarding community college transfer credits. 
In an effort to make education more affordable to Penn-
sylvania residents, the number of credits that can be trans-
ferred from community colleges to PASSHE schools was 
increased from the first  credit hours toward an under-
graduate degree to an unlimited number. The only limits 
are that students must complete at least 8 credit hours of 
upper-level courses and take 0 of their last  credit hours 
at the institution granting the degree. Students quickly re-
alized that they could take the same courses offered dur-
ing the summer term at SRU at a community college near 
their home—and for a lower price. Another reason for de-
creasing summer enrollments at SRU was the availability 
of competing institutions’ online courses—courses that 
enabled students to work full time by not requiring that 
they attend class during part of the work day.

The second problem was the growing perception that 
summer courses were guaranteed once they were allocated. 
Out of concern for fairness, department chairs often at-

Table 1. 
 Numbers and Percentages of Undergraduate Distance Education Courses  

Offered at SRU Per Academic Year, 2006–07 Through 2012–13

Academic Year All Courses
All DE Courses Winter DE Summer DE Winter/ 

Summer DE

n % n % n % n %

2006–07 3,469 78 2.2 0 0.0 21 0.6 21 0.6

2007–08 3,506 96 2.7 0 0.0 32 0.9 32 0.9

2008–09 3,572 158 4.4 0 0.0 61 1.7 61 1.7

2009–10 3,653 170 4.7 0 0.0 71 1.9 71 1.9

2010–11 3,745 184 4.9 0 0.0 93 2.5 93 2.5

2011–12 3,422 190 5.6 22 0.6 94 2.7 116 3.4

2012–13 3,603 235 6.5 48 1.3 105 2.9 153 4.2

Source: SRU Institutional Research
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tempted to provide an equal opportunity to teach during 
the summer to all faculty members in the department who 
wanted to do so. But with supply based on faculty equity 
and demand based on student preference, there was often 
a mismatch. Some courses enrolled significant numbers of 
students whereas others enrolled as few as two students. 
The provost scrutinized this practice as it became increas-
ingly apparent that the institution was paying faculty to 
teach courses that did not generate sufficient tuition rev-
enue to cover the instructor’s salary. During summer 008, 
the provost determined that courses were not guaranteed 
if no contract had yet been issued to the faculty member 
assigned to teach the course. The provost canceled several 
courses with low enrollments before the faculty contracts 
were issued. Department chairs, the faculty union, and 
faculty members teaching summer school reacted with 
concern to this significant departure from past practice.

THE SUMMER SCHOOL ADVISORY COMMITTEE 
RECOMMENDS POLICY CHANGE

In fall 008, the Summer School Advisory Committee met 
to discuss issues related to summer school. The committee 
determined that it would be helpful to know what pro-
cedures the other thirteen PASSHE schools used. The ex-
ecutive director of Academic Records and Summer School 
designed and forwarded a twelve-question survey to the 
person in charge of summer school operations at each 
PASSHE campus. Administrators at eight of the fourteen 
PASSHE institutions responded to the survey. (The survey 
questions and responses are summarized in the appendix.)

The survey results made it clear that there is little stan-
dardization among PASSHE universities in the admin-
istration of summer term. All eight of the respondent 
universities use a hybrid model with varying degrees of cen-
tralized decision making. Only six of the eight institutions 
indicated that revenue generation was a concern when 
allocating summer classes. The survey results also helped 
clarify that the presence of a faculty union is significant.

After reviewing the survey results, the Summer School 
Advisory Committee made several recommendations to 
the provost. The first was to change the course allocation 
formula. Rather than base course allocation by academic 
unit on the previous year’s cumulative summer enrollment 
divided by eighteen for undergraduate courses and by 
twelve for graduate courses, the committee recommended 

an immediate reduction of the divisors to sixteen under-
graduates and ten graduates. This modest change resulted 
in an increase of  courses across all academic units.

The second recommendation was to establish minimum 
enrollments of ten for undergraduate courses and eight for 
graduate courses in order for a course to be offered at full 
compensation. Going forward, no class would be consid-
ered ‘guaranteed.’ For any course not meeting the minimum 
required enrollment, the provost would have the option of 
canceling the course, prorating payment according to a per-
capita compensation plan (referred to as Article 7 of the 
CBA), or offering the course as individualized instruction. 
(Article 7 states that faculty receive approximately 7 per-
cent of the tuition revenue generated by the course up to a 
maximum of 1 percent of the overload rate as defined by 
the CBA.). The committee’s final recommendation was that 
academic deans should continue to be given three courses 
that could be allocated among the academic units in their 
area. These courses would be offered contingent on reach-
ing the threshold enrollment of sixteen for undergraduate 
courses and ten for graduate courses. After the committee 
secured the faculty union’s endorsement of the proposal, 
the provost accepted the recommendations.

Winter Session

For the first time in its history, SRU moved to year-round 
operation with the offering of a winter session in 011. 
Course offerings were limited to only those courses that 
had previously been offered online. Faculty compensa-
tion was provided according to Article 7 (which pays the 
faculty member 7 percent of the tuition). The revenue-
generating potential of the winter session was clear: The 
university would bear no operating cost because teaching 
and learning would be conducted online and the univer-
sity would receive a set amount of the revenue generated. 
In the inaugural 011 winter session, a total of 1,1 under-
graduate credit hours were generated; in 01, the number 
more than doubled—to ,799 undergraduate credit hours. 
Early enrollment data for 01 indicated a 0 percent in-
crease from winter session 01.

Data Analysis

Tables  and  present the undergraduate enrollment 
headcount for the past seven academic years and the un-
dergraduate credit-hour production over the same period.
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Initially, there was concern that the elimination of 
guaranteed courses might result in some classes not be-
ing offered, with the result that enrollment and credit-
hour production would suffer. This was a concern both in 
terms of potential lost revenue and lost opportunities for 
students to take courses during the summer. In summer 
009, after the changes in policy were made, headcount 
enrollment increased by 19, and the number of credit 
hours increased by 1,0—more than 7 percent higher 

than the previous year. In summer 010, headcount enroll-
ment decreased by 9 students, but the number of credit 
hours increased by more than 0—a 1. percent increase. 
In 011—the first year SRU offered a winter term—com-
bined summer and winter headcount increased by more 
than 00 compared to the previous year’s summer-only 
headcount, and credit-hour production increased by 7 
hours—a  percent increase. In 01, combined headcount 
increased by 8 students, and credit-hour production in 

Table 2. 
 Undergraduate Enrollment Headcount at Slippery Rock University,  

Academic Years 2006–07 through 2012–13*

Academic Year
Fall and Spring Combined Summer Session Winter Session Academic 

Year Totaln % n % n %

2006–07  14,758 86 2,667 15.5 0 0.0 17,245

2007–08  14,703 84 2,767 15.8 0 0.0 17,470

2008–09  14,908 83 3,005 16.8 0 0.0 17,913

2009–10  15,310 83 3,200 17.3 0 0.0 18,510

2010–11  15,556 83 3,105 16.6 0 0.0 18,661

2011–12  15,428 81 3,270 17.2 365 1.9 19,063

2012–13  15,209 80 3,087 16.2 796 4.2 19,092

 * Enrollment headcounts are based upon total registrations and may be duplicated.
Source: SRU Institutional Research

Table 3.  
 Undergraduate Credit-Hour Production at Slippery Rock University,  

Academic Years 2006–07 through 2012–13**

Academic Year
Fall and Spring Combined Summer Session Winter Session Academic 

Year Totaln % n % n %

2006–07  208,718 94 13,227 6.0 0 0.0 221,945

2007–08  212,876 94 13,504 6.0 0 0.0 226,380

2008–09  215,840 94 14,348 6.2 0 0.0 230,188

2009–10  220,571 93 15,390 6.5 0 0.0 235,961

2010–11  225,204 94 15,553 6.5 0 0.0 240,757

2011–12  224,155 93 14,849 6.2 1,231 0.5 240,235

2012–13  221,053 93 13,918 5.9 2,799 1.2 237,770

 ** Credit hour totals are by student level, not course level.
Source: SRU Institutional Research
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the time-compressed terms increased by 7 hours—a  
percent increase overall.

Traditional fall and spring enrollment and credit hours 
peaked in 010–11 and have decreased approximately  per-
cent in the past two years. The increase in enrollment from 
summer and winter over the same period has offset the 
headcount decrease during the traditional instructional 
terms, and the decrease in total credit-hour production 
over the two-year period has been mitigated to -1. percent.

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

The evolution of year-round operation at U.S. colleges 
and universities has been a steady, if not somewhat slow, 
process. Forces of both demand and supply have over-
whelmed long-stated concerns about the academic qual-
ity of courses taught in condensed time periods, but 
recent studies suggest that students’ knowledge retention 
is greater following shorter rather than traditional-length 
courses. Summer and winter terms complement the life-
style and meet the expectations of the current generation 
of college students. They also bolster faculty compensa-
tion and enable more efficient use of facilities and staff. 
Perhaps most important, year-round operation offers the 
prospect of sustainable revenue centers—something most 
institutions badly need in today’s economy. The preceding 
analysis indicates that a hybrid model for inter-sessions 
best supports fiscal efficiency. The SRU case study high-
lights explicit policy changes implemented by one institu-
tion in order to maximize course offerings. This optimally 
serves the needs of today’s students and enhances revenue.

Distance education poses both an opportunity and a 
threat with regard to institutions’ year-round operation. 
The majority of students continue to prefer face-to-face 
education during the ‘regular’ school year, but they seem 
to feel differently about inter-session terms. Students are 
comfortable with technology and seek the freedom both 
to accelerate their work and to take online courses during 
the summer and winter breaks. Indeed, online courses are 
exceptionally well enrolled and appear to be the future of 
summer and winter offerings. Student demand is there. On 
the supply side, those who are concerned about the aca-
demic quality of the shorter inter-session term are doubly 
concerned about the quality of online courses in a com-
pressed time frame. Market forces win: If one institution 

does not make online courses available between semesters, 
then others will. Institutions that offer such courses inter-
nally retain control over their quality. It is worth noting 
that accreditation agencies will focus increasingly on assess-
ing the learning outcomes of online inter-session courses.

This case study describes one institution’s somewhat 
modest attempts to convert summer school and winter 
session into revenue centers. Given the precarious fiscal 
climate in which higher education finds itself, it is impera-
tive that institutions do everything possible to contain 
costs and to enhance revenues. At least initially, SRU has 
helped minimize the impact of decreasing enrollments by 
adopting online courses and adding a winter term; it has 
even implemented an innovative faculty compensation 
model that doesn’t penalize faculty or students for courses 
with low enrollments.

With the creation of both the summer and winter ses-
sions, new programs have been developed that only offer 
classes in these two terms. These new programs are often-
times geared toward educators who have time off in late De-
cember/early January and summers. In addition, by offering 
courses only in these two terms, the university has been able 
to reduce the risk of losing money on under-enrolled sec-
tions, because regardless of the enrollment, the university is 
assured of making one-third of the total tuition revenue for 
each course through Article 7 of the CBA.

Opportunities for further research include exploring 
student motivations and decisions with regard to summer 
versus winter terms. Are students substituting winter for 
summer courses? After only two years, data at SRU sug-
gest that students in fact may be replacing summer- with 
winter-term courses. (See Table : summer enrollments 
decrease as winter enrollments increase). A survey de-
signed to elicit information about students’ intentions 
may enable greater understanding of this behavior. Now 
that year-round schedules are facilitated by technology, 
are students motivated to graduate in fewer than four 
years? Several accelerated degree programs being devel-
oped at SRU make use of fall, winter, spring, and summer 
terms. Will a shift toward year-round operation increase 
graduation rates? Some programs are considering com-
bining undergraduate and graduate degree programs and 
allowing students to complete the degrees in a shortened 
timeframe. Is that practical? These are just a few of the 
questions that have begun to arise as a result of our brief 
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The Assessment is arranged by topical 
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If the finest voices in higher education 
were gathered together in one room to 
discuss leadership, what would you learn? 
Leadership Lessons: Vision and Values 
for a New Generation took that notion 
to create a compilation of 22 articles on 
the topic of leadership, written by today’s 
leaders in higher education. Filled with 
unique kernels of wisdom, each chapter 

shares the authors’ visions and values in ways that inspire, 
motivate, and illustrate how to be an exceptional leader. Au-
thors include many who have worked in the registrar’s office 
for decades to others with varied backgrounds in theater, stu-
dent activism and German literature. This is a book you will 
want to share with colleagues, friends and employees; all of 
whom will benefit from the lessons learned by these remark-
able, wise and fascinating professionals.
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experience of year-round operation. We are anxious to ex-
plore this new model of operation further.
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What is the process involved in making summer course alloca-
tions, and who is responsible for course allocation to academic 
departments? At least five of the eight respondents indi-
cated that historical or previous enrollment trends played 
a significant role in allocations. One institution indicated 
that a department’s summer schedule is dependent on fac-
ulty desire to teach. The other two respondents indicated 
that each academic dean makes his own decision about allo-
cations. Most respondents indicated that they have a fairly 
centralized process for course allocation and a decentralized 
process for determining what is taught and who will teach.

Are summer courses guaranteed regardless of enrollment? 
Three institutions indicated that courses were guaranteed 
regardless of enrollment, and three indicated that courses 
were not guaranteed. One institution indicated that a 
course is guaranteed dependent on it having minimum en-
rollment by a specific date. The last institution indicated 
that it guaranteed only certain courses.

Must a course reach a specific minimum enrollment in 
order to be offered, and, if so, what is that level? Four of the 
eight respondents indicated that a minimum enrollment 
was required. Of these, only one had a specific minimum 
enrollment (twelve for undergraduate courses and seven 

for graduate courses); the other three indicated that the 
minimum changes from year to year.

Do faculty teach courses with low enrollments at a reduced 
salary, or are such courses canceled? All of the respondents 
indicated that they either did not have this option, or they 
allowed instructors to teach the course as an independent 
study (if warranted).

When are low-enrollment courses canceled, and who 
makes the decision to do so? This question applied only to 
the five institutions that do not have a guaranteed course 
policy. Of those, the decision to cancel is made at a pre-
determined date. The process varies by institution, but in 
each case, the academic deans are heavily involved.

What are the minimum enrollments required for contin-
gency courses? Two institutions repeated that they offer only 
guaranteed courses. One institution indicated that it of-
fered guaranteed courses but that each academic dean could 
allocate additional contingency courses to departments. 
Such courses must achieve enrollment of at least sixteen un-
dergraduates or ten graduate students or they are canceled. 
A fourth institution indicated that its courses must enroll 
at least seventeen undergraduates or twelve graduates prior 
to May 1 in order to be considered guaranteed; otherwise, 

APPENDIX: Summary of Summer School Survey
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they are contingency courses. The other institutions did not 
specify any minimum enrollment for contingency courses.

Is Article 27 of the CBA utilized in determining summer 
compensation? Article 7 of the current CBA allows insti-
tutions to offer continuing education courses at off-cam-
pus locations and to compensate faculty by paying them 
a percentage ( %) of the tuition revenue generated by 
the course. None of the eight respondents indicated that 
it had utilized Article 7 to determine compensation for 
faculty teaching traditional summer school offerings.

Are summer contracts utilized for work other than teach-
ing? All respondents indicated that they use summer 
contracts for chairpersons’ compensation and for other 
non-instructional activities.

What type of maximization objective does the institution 
have in making summer school allocations? Four options were 
provided: profit maximization, revenue generation (but 
not necessarily profit maximization), break-even enroll-
ment generation, and other. Four of the eight chose profit 
maximization but with the caveat of meeting the needs of 
students. Two chose revenue generation (but not necessar-
ily profit maximization). One chose break-even enrollment 
generation. The last chose “other,” indicating that the aca-
demic deans are charged with meeting a net revenue target.

What cost or non-cost constraints, other than faculty sala-
ries, are considered when making summer school allocations? 
Five of the eight either did not respond or indicated that 
they did not take into account any other constraints. One 
institution reiterated the need for each dean to meet a net 
revenue target. One institution mentioned additional in-
structional costs such as equipment or field trips. The re-
maining institution indicated that it requires departments 
to distribute summer teaching on an equitable basis.

How does the institution determine the break-even point 
or necessary profit margin for each class considering differ-
ences in faculty salaries? One institution indicated that 
each department reviews overall versus individual courses. 
There is an incentive to make summer school profitable 
because 10 percent of the profit is returned to the depart-
ment. Three respondents indicated that they use some 
type of spreadsheet analysis in making this decision. Two 
did not respond. One institution repeated its commit-
ment to the faculty union not to cancel classes because of 
faculty salaries. The last respondent indicated that it does 
not use individual class profitability as a deciding factor.

How do non-curricular courses (workshops) fit in with sum-
mer school offerings? Only one institution indicated that 
workshops play a significant role in overall summer offerings.
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By Alexander P. Ott and Bruce S. Cooper

THE PROBLEM

For a student transferring from one college to another—as 
from a community college to a four-year college—transfer 
credit represents time and money (Bell 00). It repre-
sents the time and money the student spent earning credit 
up to the point of transferring as well as the time and 
money that will be required to complete a degree at the 
college to which she transfers. Given the value of transfer 
credit, students are advised to use transfer credit accep-
tance and credit applicability to intended degree as fac-
tors in their decisions regarding which four-year college 
to attend (Dunn 00; Gonsher and Halberstam 009; 
Silver 009; Stainburn 011).

Unfortunately, many colleges provide degree-specific 
transfer credit evaluations only after students commit 
to attend the institution by making a nonrefundable de-
posit—typically of several hundred dollars—to hold their 
place in the incoming class (American Association of Col-
legiate Registrars 001; Ashby 00; Knoell and Medsker 
19; Stainburn 011). Colleges that require a financial 

commitment from students before providing a degree-
specific transfer credit evaluation are essentially telling 
transfer students, “Buy now! We’ll tell you later what it 
will actually cost you.”

Difficulties in the transfer process take on heightened 
significance as a result of the prevalence of transfer stu-
dents in undergraduate higher education in the United 
States. The National Center for Education Statistics fol-
lowed a nationally representative sample of college stu-
dents for six years, beginning with their initial enrollment, 
and found that  percent of the students transferred 
from their initial institution to another (Berkner, He and 
Cataldi 00). Other studies have found the total transfer 
student percentage to be much higher, depending on how 
“transfer student” is defined (Handel and Williams 01). 
Thus, transfer-related difficulties—such as not receiving 
transfer credit evaluations in a timely fashion—could af-
fect between one-third and one-half of students who pur-
sue a college degree.

Transfer Credit Evaluations
HOW THEY ARE PRODUCED, 
WHY IT MATTERS, and 
HOW TO SERVE STUDENTS BETTER
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Not only are transfer students a significant percent-
age of the total undergraduate population in the United 
States, but the percentage is increasing (Adelman 00, 
Cutright 011, Jacobs 00b, McGlynn 00). The Spell-
ings Commission notes that “more students than ever be-
fore have adopted a ‘cafeteria’ approach to their education, 
taking classes at multiple institutions before obtaining a 
credential” (U.S. Department of Education 00, p. xiii). 
A recent report on transfer students notes that the “tra-
ditional” full-time, eighteen to -year-old students who 
attend a single college for four years “no longer dominate 
college classrooms” (Center for American Progress 011, 
p. ). This increase in the percentage of transfer students 
may relate to the growing financial incentive associated 
with attending community college prior to transferring to 
a four-year school (Gonsher and Halberstam 009; Mc-
Glynn 00).

Public two-year colleges are the “most likely post-
secondary entry point for economically disadvantaged 
students, minority students, and first-generation college 

attendees” (Gutierrez 00, p. 199). Transfer students 
from community colleges thus are more likely to be lower 
income and members of a minority group than are stu-
dents who begin their college studies at a four-year insti-
tution (Bowen, Chingos and McPherson 009; Chang, 
Altbach and Lomotey 00; Cuseo 00; McPhee 00). 
As a result, difficulties in the transfer of credit—including 
the practice of withholding the degree-specific transfer 
credit evaluation until a student makes a nonrefundable 
enrollment deposit—negatively affect those who are al-
ready at a disadvantage in their pursuit of a college degree.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The purpose of this study is to investigate, analyze, and 
compare early and late transfer credit evaluation processes 
at six private, nonprofit, four-year colleges in New York 
State. For the purposes of this study, a college that pro-
vides a degree-specific transfer credit evaluation to a stu-
dent before requiring an enrollment deposit has a process 
characterized as “early.” In contrast, a college that requires 
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a student to make an enrollment deposit before it provides 
a degree-specific transfer credit evaluation has a process 
characterized as “late.”

LITERATURE REVIEW

No literature was found that focuses primarily on the 
transfer credit evaluation process and its effectiveness 
for students. Further, no literature examines the transfer 
credit evaluation process from the perspective of those 
who participate in the process—e.g., transfer admission 
counselors, transfer credit evaluators, and transfer aca-
demic advisors. Given the relative paucity of research in 
this area, this brief review of the literature focuses primar-
ily on the theoretical justification and process orientation 
of the present study. We then summarize several key areas 
of transfer research that relate to transfer credit evaluation 
processes and that provide key variables for this study.

Theoretical Justification and Process Orientation

This study was motivated by a concern that transfer stu-
dents may not always be treated fairly and equitably dur-
ing the transfer process. John Rawls’ (1971) social justice 
theory provided the theoretical justification for this 
concern, grounding the study in a philosophical concep-
tion of social justice. In Rawlsian social justice, equality 
of opportunity is essential to creating a truly just society. 
Because education is linked with social and economic op-
portunities (see, for example, Baum, Ma and Payea 010; 
Schultz 191; U.S. Department of Education 00), bar-
riers to education—including lack of clarity regarding 
transfer credit—undermine opportunity. Further, transfer 
students often must overcome social and economic disad-
vantages given that they are more likely than traditional 
students to be from a minority group, to be first-gener-
ation college students, and to be poor (Bowen, Chingos 
and McPherson 009; Cuseo 00; McPhee 00).

Although the motivation for this study was justice for 
transfer students, the study itself focused on processes—
specifically, transfer credit evaluation processes at six 
colleges. Robert Birnbaum’s (1988) application of bureau-
cratic theory to colleges (characterized here as “collegiate 
bureaucratic theory”) was particularly helpful. Birnbaum 
(1988) focuses on issues that seem likely to arise in a study 
of process: Where on the organizational chart does the 
process fall? What is the division of labor in the process? 

Who has final authority in the process? What is the stan-
dard operating procedure for the process? These questions 
are classically bureaucratic (Birnbaum 1988) and are likely 
to apply to the transfer credit evaluation process.

The theoretical frameworks provided by Rawls (1971) 
and Birnbaum (1988) played essential roles in orienting this 
study: Rawlsian social justice provided the overall frame-
work for the importance of the study; Birnbaum’s bureau-
cratic theory provided an important perspective on the 
transfer credit evaluation process itself, helping the research-
ers understand and illuminate the elements of the process.

Transfer Literature

The literature on collegiate transfer issues dates to the 
190s, when researchers began to focus on transfer stu-
dents’ experience as they transitioned from two- to four-
year institutions (Knoell and Medsker 19). Although 
this early research did not identify the acceptance of trans-
fer credit and the transfer credit process as significant is-
sues, subsequent research elevated the importance of these 
topics. Transfer credit acceptance took on some political 
importance in the 00 congressional debate over the 
reauthorization of the Higher Education Act (Dervarics 
007) as the Government Accountability Office under-
took a major study of the acceptance of transfer credit in 
relation to college accreditation (Ashby 00). Transfer 
credit acceptance is described (though at times tangen-
tially) in the literature on transfer articulation (Roksa 
and Keith 008). The transfer advising and counseling 
literature sometimes addresses transfer credit acceptance 
and transfer credit evaluation, though again, often only 
tangentially (Bell 00; Gordon and McDonald 00; 
Marling and Jacobs 010). Some scholarship on technol-
ogy in the transfer process has explored the transfer credit 
process (Holaday and McCauley 00) but with a focus 
on new technology and not on the people involved in the 
process or the process itself.

Even though little of the research reviewed directly ad-
dressed the topic of this study, it nevertheless helped the 
researchers better understand the topic and identify vari-
ables that relate to the transfer credit evaluation process. 
All of the variables in the study—bureaucratic structure, 
technology, personnel, articulation agreements, policy, 
and quality of transfer student service—were derived 
from the literature.
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RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
This study compares colleges that have effective transfer 
credit evaluation processes with those that have ineffec-
tive processes. The researchers chose the six colleges for 
the study carefully, purposely selecting three with effective 
processes and three with ineffective processes. Effective 
processes are defined as those that provide the degree-
specific transfer credit evaluation to a prospective student 
early—i.e., before the student is required to provide an 
enrollment deposit. Ineffective processes are those that 
provide the degree-specific transfer credit evaluation to a 
prospective student late—i.e., only after the student pro-
vides a deposit. Ineffective processes deprive students of 
information that is essential to their making an informed 
choice about which college to attend; they constitute a 
violation of Rawlsian social justice.

The central research question in this study is as follows: 
How do effective transfer credit evaluation processes dif-
fer from ineffective transfer credit evaluation processes? 
Implicit in this question are the following two questions: 
What common themes, if any, exist among effective pro-
cesses? What common themes, if any, exist among ineffec-
tive processes?

In order to answer the research question, this study 
focuses on six variables related to the transfer credit 
evaluation process. Five of these variables—bureaucratic 
structure, technology, personnel, articulation agreements, 
and policy—relate to how and why the process functions 
as it does and potentially play a role in the effectiveness of 
the process. The last variable, quality of transfer student 
service, is an outcome of the transfer credit evaluation 
process. One premise of this study is that students who re-
ceive the transfer credit evaluation late are disadvantaged 
because they receive degree-specific transfer credit infor-
mation only after they submit their deposit. One could 
reasonably expect these students to be frustrated with the 
transfer credit process and to communicate their frustra-
tion to staff (e.g., transfer professionals) who are involved 
in the process.

The research design reflects the likely relationships 
among the variables in this study. (See Figure 1.)

Data Collection and Sample

This study relied on three main data sources: interviews, 
document review, and a focus group. As Berg (009) 

points out, using multiple forms of data to verify findings 
improves studies by allowing researchers to “obtain a bet-
ter, more substantive picture of reality” (p. ). Interviews 
are the most common qualitative research technique 
(King and Horrocks 010) and were the main source of 
data for this study. Documentary evidence is “likely to 
be relevant to every case study topic” (Yin 009, p. 101) 
and plays an important role in this study by supporting its 
rationale and providing evidence that corroborated inter-
view data. Focus groups can play many roles in qualitative 
research, including that of reviewing data gathered from 
other sources (Berg 009), as in this study. The findings 
of this study were stronger than they would have been had 
only one method been used.

For the interviews, two participants (usually a transfer 
admission counselor and a transfer credit evaluator) were 
chosen from each of the six colleges in the study. Consis-
tent with qualitative research practices, these participants 
were chosen purposefully because they were likely to pro-
vide rich data as a result of their involvement in the pro-
cess that was the focus of the study (Yin 009). All play 
a role in the transfer credit evaluation process (Holaday 
and McCauley 00), making them more likely to have 
valuable insights into the process and its effects on transfer 
students. The interviews were focused (Yin 009)—also 
known as semistandardized (Berg 009) or semistructured 
(King and Horrocks 010)—in that the questions were 
prepared in advance (though they may be reordered dur-
ing the interview).

Three categories of documents were identified to serve 
as a source of data for this study: The first includes official 
college print publications—primarily college catalogs and 
transfer-oriented admission brochures that might include 
information about transfer credit. The second category 
includes any type of publicly accessible, online material 
(including social media sites) produced by or directly re-
lating to the college in the study. The third includes any 
college-produced paperwork (such as acceptance letters 
and actual transfer credit evaluations) targeted at indi-
vidual transfer students.

Preliminary answers to the research question were for-
mulated after collecting and analyzing data derived from 
interviews and documents. A focus group was convened 
to review summaries of the data and tentative conclusions. 
Focus group participants included transfer professionals 
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from institutions that were not part of the study; their 
participation helped broaden the study beyond the six in-
stitutions that were the primary focus of the research.

Data Analysis

Data were organized in four ways: First, the interview and 
document data were sorted by institution into a flowchart 
detailing the steps in the transfer credit evaluation pro-
cess. Second, the interview and document data were orga-
nized by institution into categories based on the variables 
in the study. Third, these data were compiled and analyzed 
by variable across institutions, both within and between 
the early and late categories. (See Table 1.)

The fourth and final level of data sorting and analy-
sis involved the focus group’s review of the institutional 
flowcharts and the summary data across institutions by 
variable. The principles of collegiate bureaucratic theory 
(Birnbaum 1988) provided the focusing lens.

Limitations
This qualitative comparative case study was limited by the 
role of the researcher in data gathering as well as by the rel-
atively small number of private institutions that were in-
vestigated. As a result of these limitations, two main issues 
arise that are typical of qualitative research projects: (a) 
the potential for researcher bias; and (b) concerns about 
the generalizability of findings.

Because the researcher is “the primary instrument for 
gathering and analyzing data” in qualitative research (Mer-
riam 1998, p. 0), the opportunity for researcher bias is 
significant. This potential for bias can be combated in sev-
eral ways, including by collecting multiple forms of data 
“to obtain a better, more substantive view of reality”—a 
process called triangulation (Berg 009, p. ). Data for the 
present study were collected from three sources: inter-
views, document analysis, and a focus group.

The issue of generalizability “has plagued qualitative 
investigators for some time” (Merriam 1998, p. 07). The 
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question is whether it is possible to apply the findings 
from a single qualitative case study to a larger universe of 
somewhat similar cases. As part of the effort to address 
the concern about generalizability, a multi-case compara-
tive study was used in this research project. Researching 
multiple cases and varying the characteristics of the cases 
demonstrate potentially greater applicability of findings 
(Bogdan and Biklen 007). That is, if a specific finding ap-
pears in several cases, it is less likely to be an anomaly than 
if it were found in only one setting.

Despite using a multi-case study, the problem of gen-
eralizability does not disappear, in part because the re-
searchers must decide which cases to include and which to 
exclude. Deciding to exclude certain cases undermines the 
ability to expand from the findings to a broader group of 
cases. For example, in this research study, the researchers 
chose to limit the study to private, nonprofit institutions 
of relatively low admission selectivity. Public institutions 
were intentionally omitted, as were more selective insti-

tutions. These choices were logical given that public and 
more selective institutions have very different enrollment 
needs than do private, nonprofit institutions of relatively 
low selectivity, but they do limit the potential applicabil-
ity of the study’s findings.

The associated limitations of bias and concerns about 
generalizability remain, despite steps taken to mitigate 
them. Researchers and readers alike should be aware of 
these limitations when reviewing the findings and decid-
ing how and even whether to apply them to other cases.

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

Of the variables in this study, only two divided exactly 
between early and late institutions: quality of transfer ser-
vices and policy. That is, only in these two areas did all 
early institutions show similar findings and all late insti-
tutions show similar findings. The clear division in the 
quality of transfer services variable demonstrated that the 
concerns motivating this study—that late institutions do 

Table 1. 
 Sorting Grid Based on Variables by College*

Institution Bureaucratic 
Structure Technology Personnel Articulation 

Agreements Policy Quality of 
Transfer Service

Earlsville College

Ercot College

Ervington College

Lakeside College 

Latham College

Laynette College

 * Each institution was assigned a pseudonym to preserve its confidentiality as well as that of the individuals who 
participated in the study. Given the importance of distinguishing “early” from “late” colleges in this study, the pseudonym 
of each early college begins with the letter E and that of each late college begins with the letter L.
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a disservice to transfer students—were justified, at least 
in the context of the institutions in this study. The clear 
division on the policy variable speaks to its being key in 
distinguishing early from late processes.

Three variables—bureaucratic structure, technology, 
and personnel—revealed some patterns that seem to dis-
tinguish early from late institutions (especially when com-
paring the institutions at the extremes of the early and late 
categories). These variables may help determine how diffi-
cult or easy it is for a college to move from a late to an early 
process, though they seemed insufficient on their own to 
actually move a college from a late to an early process. One 
variable—articulation agreements—seemed to have little 
relationship to either early or late processes and was criti-
cized nearly universally by participants.

Quality of Transfer Services

Institutions divided clearly according to the quality of 
transfer services variable. Participants at the late institu-
tions expressed concern about the quality of transfer stu-
dent service as it related to the transfer credit evaluation 
process, citing student frustration with the process. At 
Latham College, for example, students receive the trans-
fer credit evaluation in two stages: The first is the institu-
tional evaluation provided by the admissions office soon 
after acceptance. This evaluation is not degree specific, 
so a student does not know how many credits will count 
toward his intended bachelor’s degree program. The sec-
ond stage, the degree-specific evaluation, is provided only 
after the student confirms his enrollment by making the 
required deposit and meeting with an academic advisor.

The associate director of transfer advising at Latham 
College described how difficult this two-stage process 
is for advisors: “We’re the bad guys…. We’ll really some-
times get students’ wrath,” as when she has to tell a student 
that although 8 credits transferred, “none of them count 
[sic]” toward the degree. Even though the phrase is likely 
to be hyperbole, the point is clear: Students feel frustrated 
when the institutional evaluation leads them to believe 
that more credits toward the degree will transfer than ac-
tually do—particularly as they learn the truth only after 
they’ve committed to attend the institution by paying a 
nonrefundable deposit.

In contrast, participants at the early colleges were con-
fident that their institutions were delivering high levels 

of transfer student services and reported no student frus-
tration. The transfer admissions counselor at Ervington 
College stated that students “seem very pleased” with the 
information they receive prior to enrollment. Of the pro-
cess overall, she noted, “I just don’t see flaws.” The trans-
fer credit evaluator at Ervington commented similarly: “I 
think it serves [students] very well.”

Notably, participants at all three late colleges expressed 
interest in shifting to an early process in order to improve 
student service. Two participants at early colleges criti-
cized late colleges for being unclear in the transfer credit 
information they provide to their prospective students. 
The consensus among participants who offered an opin-
ion was that early processes serve transfer students well 
while late processes serve transfer students poorly and 
should be corrected.

Bureaucratic Structure

Early and late institutions did not divide clearly according 
to the bureaucratic structure variable: both had a diver-
sity of transfer credit evaluation structures, with no clear 
pattern indicating that certain bureaucratic structures 
were always associated with either early or late processes. 
Nevertheless, two notable findings did emerge. The ear-
liest college—Ercot—administered the process primar-
ily from one office (the office of admissions). (Ercot’s 
office of admissions recently took over responsibility for 
first-semester transfer advising from the student services 
department.) Ercot’s dean of transfer evaluations noted 
how centralization and specialization have sped the pro-
cess: “This whole unit…which is under the auspices of the 
admissions office, does all of the admissions and evalua-
tions processing,” and the process is “quicker than before; 
we get [the transfer credit evaluation] out very quickly to 
students so they can make a decision.”

At the latest college (Latham), academic departments 
exercised the most power in granting equivalencies and 
delayed the process the most. The process of referring 
transfer students’ transcripts to the pertinent academic 
department(s), tracking the referral(s), reviewing the re-
turned document(s), and updating the evaluation took a 
considerable amount of time, from two weeks to well over 
a month. As Latham’s associate director of transfer admis-
sions noted, the academic department chair has “two weeks 
to do the evaluation” but often can “take a month or more.”
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Analyzing these findings using Robert Birnbaum’s 
(1988) collegiate bureaucratic theory leads to the following 
conclusion: Concentrating authority for the transfer credit 
evaluation process in one department (such as the office of 
admissions) can speed the process. However, given that in-
stitutions with early processes can have complicated bureau-
cratic structures (as at Earlsville College), it is not essential 
to concentrate the process in the office of admissions.

Technology

The researchers expected that the early colleges would 
be characterized by advances in information technology 
tools—e.g., document imaging, transfer course databases, 
and automated degree audits—whereas the late colleges 
would lag in their utilization of technology. (The assump-
tion was that these technologies, if implemented well, can 
save staff time and make the process more efficient.) This 
hypothesis was borne out at five of the six colleges as the 
late colleges showed less utilization of these tools than did 
the early colleges. The transfer admissions director at Er-
cot College noted, “Apart from the counseling of students, 
everything else is technology driven.” One institution—
Earlsville College—was an outlier. Although the college 
was virtually bereft of technology, it managed nevertheless 
to provide degree-specific transfer credit evaluations early. 
Thus, at least at the six colleges studied, the integration of 
information technology tools seems to make the process 
more efficient within the category of early or late but is 
not sufficient by itself to move a college from a late to an 
early process. Like bureaucratic structure, effective use of 
technology aids but is not essential for an early process.

Personnel

Two aspects of the personnel variable seemed most rel-
evant to process effectiveness: adequate staffing levels and 
relationships among key staff members in departments in-
volved in the process. Of the six processes studied, three 
seemed significantly understaffed (those at Latham Col-
lege, Laynette College, and Earlsville College). The inclu-
sion of one early college in this group suggests that this 
variable, too, does not divide clearly between early and 
late processes; that is, it is possible to have an early pro-
cess and yet be understaffed. It is noteworthy that key staff 
members at Earlsville College have a strong working rela-
tionship. According to the director of academic advising, 

she and the associate director of admissions “have a nice 
friendship, a good personal friendship.”

These two key staff members leverage their relationship 
across departments in a way that compensates for staffing 
insufficiencies. During peak periods, the evaluation func-
tion shifts from the office of advisement to the office of ad-
missions, thereby helping the institution provide transfer 
credit evaluations early by increasing the number of staff 
who are working on them. Some minimum staffing level 
seems necessary for a college to provide evaluations early, 
but it does not seem to be a determining factor in shifting 
a policy from late to early. For example, Lakeside College 
seems adequately staffed but has not shifted from a late to 
an early transfer credit evaluation process.

Articulation Agreements

An articulation agreement is a written compact among 
two or more colleges that details how students may trans-
fer from one participating college to another; often, such 
agreements stipulate how college credit earned at one in-
stitution will transfer to a degree program at another insti-
tution (Kintzer and Wattenberger 198; Roksa and Keith 
007). Ultimately, articulation agreements are intended to 
smooth the transfer process. However, only one college in 
this study demonstrated that articulation agreements were 
of any significant advantage in terms of the efficiency of 
the credit transfer process. In fact, even in this case, the 
benefit was limited by challenges inherent in articula-
tion agreements. The professionals who were interviewed 
agreed that articulation agreements are virtually impos-
sible to keep current, are time-consuming to construct, 
and are of little value to students. Other institutions in 
the study found the agreements to be of virtually no value, 
and at least one participant from each institution found 
the agreements highly problematic. The associate director 
of transfer admissions at Earlsville College noted, “By the 
time that it’s agreed on, then it’s not agreed upon anymore 
because it’s outdated.” 

Policy

Ultimately, providing a degree-specific transfer credit eval-
uation before a student submits his enrollment deposit is 
an institutional policy decision. Other process variables, 
such as tight bureaucratic structure, extensive use of tech-
nology, and appropriate staffing, can influence how quickly 
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a college produces a transfer credit evaluation. But if a col-
lege does not decide to provide the degree-specific evalua-
tion prior to the enrollment deposit deadline, these other 
factors are not likely to result in an early evaluation. Quite 
simply, a college could produce a degree-specific transfer 
credit evaluation within  hours of admission and still be 
a late institution if, as a matter of policy, it held the evalu-
ation until the student submitted her enrollment deposit.

This study suggests several reasons that a college might 
have a policy to produce degree-specific transfer credit 
evaluations late. At some institutions, process variables 
may play a role: bureaucratic inefficiencies, limited tech-
nology, and inadequate staffing make it unlikely that a 
college would commit to providing the evaluation sooner. 
Historical precedent also may play a role: If a college has 
traditionally provided the degree-specific evaluation late 
(as the three late colleges in this study seem to have done), 
then it is more likely to continue this policy unless some 
compelling reason prompts a change.

Enrollment could constitute a compelling reason. This 
study found evidence that an early transfer credit evalua-
tion process may improve transfer student enrollment by 
reducing transfer credit ambiguity and enhancing student 
service. If the transfer student is happier with the service 
and information (such as degree-specific transfer credit 
information) provided after admission but before enroll-
ment, then he may be more likely to enroll. A comparison 
of the colleges’ yield rates (i.e., the percentage of admit-
ted students who enroll) supports this theory: Whereas 
early colleges had an average transfer student yield of 1 
percent, late colleges had an average transfer student yield 
of only  percent. Ervington had the highest transfer 
student yield in the survey—71 percent—whereas Latham 
had the lowest, at 8 percent. Other factors certainly play a 
role in yield, but the yield comparison is notable and pro-
vides evidence that early schools make effective use of the 
transfer credit evaluation process as a recruitment tool.

Some late colleges may fear negative enrollment conse-
quences as a result of shifting to an early process, particu-
larly if they tend to award few transfer credits. Colleges 
that are conservative in awarding transfer credit may actu-
ally have an enrollment advantage by essentially conceal-
ing transfer credit applicability to intended degree until 
after the student has paid the enrollment deposit. The as-
sociate director of transfer advising at Latham suggests as 

much when explaining why her institution is unlikely to 
provide the degree-specific transfer credit evaluation prior 
to the enrollment deposit deadline:

[Advisement should] have a presence over in the ad-
missions office—and this will never happen—when 
students are getting that initial credit evaluation; 
[the degree applicability] could be presented with the 
advisement person in a collaborative way. But then I 
honestly think they might lose students.

Policy, then, is a complicated variable: Early colleges 
seem to derive an enrollment benefit from their policies; 
this is substantiated both by the comments of study par-
ticipants and the yield data comparison with late colleges. 
However, some colleges may be disadvantaged by shifting 
to an early transfer credit evaluation process, particularly 
if they are less generous than their competitor schools in 
the award of transfer credit.

IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY

This study offers evidence that colleges (minimally, the 
six in this study) could and should provide early degree-
specific transfer credit evaluations. Transfer professionals 
in this study were unequivocal about the importance of 
providing such evaluations early. Participants at each of the 
three late colleges perceived their late evaluations as a pro-
cess shortcoming and often reported student frustration. 
Participants at the three early colleges also perceived the 
practice of the late colleges as a shortcoming and criticized 
it as confusing and sometimes misleading students. One 
transfer admissions professional in the focus group com-
mented, “I think some institutions have a catch-and-release 
policy: We got them, we got their deposit, and we got them 
to pay their first semester of tuition.” After the first semes-
ter, some students choose to transfer again or even drop 
out because they decide that the “lost” transfer credit—of 
which they become aware only after submitting their en-
rollment deposit and perhaps only after starting classes—is 
too great a loss. In an effort to provide high-quality transfer 
student services, the three late colleges in the study should 
change their transfer credit evaluation policies and pro-
cesses so that the degree-specific evaluation is provided 
early—i.e., prior to the enrollment deposit deadline.

Generalizing findings based on qualitative research is 
problematic for reasons already discussed, but the data 
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gathered in this study should prompt institutions to re-
view their transfer credit evaluation processes in order to 
determine whether they are serving students well. We ex-
pect that colleges with late processes will find that they 
are not. Given the role that transfer student degree attain-
ment can play in improving national economic competi-
tiveness and in maintaining the promise of economic and 
social mobility, any practices that make transferring more 
difficult should be reviewed and changed. The Obama ad-
ministration has called for colleges and states to undertake 
such changes, noting that “the lack of a coherent, navi-
gable, and transparent transfer process both increases the 
cost and time needed to earn a degree and diminishes the 
likelihood of completion” (U.S. Department of Education 
011, p. 11). This study provides evidence that failure to 
provide a degree-specific transfer credit evaluation prior 
to the enrollment deposit deadline contributes to this lack 
of a coherent, navigable, and transparent transfer process.

Perhaps the most likely objection to our recommen-
dation that all colleges provide degree-specific transfer 
credit evaluations to all admitted students prior to the en-
rollment deposit deadline is that this would be too much 
work. This objection was common in the responses to our 
commentary in the Chronicle of Higher Education (Ott 
and Cooper 01). Apart from the fact that doing what 
is right sometimes requires more work, it is quite possible 
that colleges with late transfer credit evaluation processes 
may be able to accomplish the shift to an early process by 
making the process more efficient. Our study highlighted 
factors that can play a role in process efficiency (bureau-
cratic structure, technology, and personnel) and how the 
processes at early colleges often excel in these areas. Late 
colleges could learn from their early peers how to improve 
their processes, possibly without adding significantly to 
the workload of the individuals involved.

Transfer students encounter many challenges, often 
with little attention or support from college administra-
tors, faculty, and researchers (Carey 010, Handel 010). 
One of the few books on collegiate transfer issues char-
acterizes the transfer student as “the forgotten student” 
( Jacobs 00a). This neglect extends to higher education 
enrollment structures and processes that were designed 
without transfer students in mind—including, at some 
institutions, the transfer credit evaluation process. Trans-

fer students deserve better. After all, it is their time and 
money that are at stake.
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ransitioning
Seventeen higher education insti-
tutions in Ohio converted from 
quarter to semester systems in 
01–1 (Farkas 01, Pyle 009, 
Pyle 01). Other institutions and systems that have un-
dergone similar transitions include the Rochester In-
stitute of Technology, California State University–Los 
Angeles, Auburn University, the University of Minnesota 
system, the Utah State system, and Northeastern Univer-
sity (Mayberry 009). The decision to convert to a se-
mester system is typically multifaceted (see Quann 1998), 
with rationales ranging from the financial to student 

transfer and curriculum, to name a 
few. The University System of Ohio 
(01) identifies credit transfers as 
the greatest factor in the decision to 

make the change. Those who believe that all higher educa-
tion institutions in Ohio should operate according to the 
same academic calendar contend that the change to a se-
mester calendar would enable students to transfer credits 
more easily to different institutions within the state (Fin-
gerhut 010).

Despite the perceived benefits of converting to se-
mesters, student motivation is rarely a primary focus of 

A NUMBER OF U.S. HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS ARE CONVERTING FROM QUARTER- TO SEMESTER-BASED 

ACADEMIC CALENDARS; IN FALL 2012, SEVENTEEN OHIO INSTITUTIONS DID SO. OVER A TWO-YEAR TIME PERIOD, 

COLLEGE STUDENT SAMPLES WERE RECRUITED FROM A LARGE, PUBLIC, URBAN, MIDWESTERN UNIVERSITY 

THAT WAS UNDERGOING A TRANSITION FROM A QUARTER-BASED TO A SEMESTER-BASED CALENDAR. RESULTS 

INDICATE THAT DURING THEIR LAST YEAR ON THE QUARTER CALENDAR, MOST STUDENTS FAVORED THAT 

SYSTEM AND PREDICTED LITTLE TO NO CHANGE IN THEIR MOTIVATION HEADING INTO SEMESTERS; BUT AFTER 

THEIR FIRST YEAR ON THE SEMESTER CALENDAR, THEIR FAVORITISM OF QUARTERS DECREASED. THIS MIXED 

METHODS STUDY ASSESSED COLLEGE 

STUDENTS’ FAVORITISM OF QUARTERS AND 

SEMESTERS; THEIR PREDICTED AND 

PERCEIVED CHANGES TO THEIR MOTIVATED 

BEHAVIORS; AND THEIR SELF-REPORTED 

MOTIVATION. EVEN THOUGH MOST 

STUDENTS PERCEIVED LITTLE TO NO 

CHANGE IN THEIR MOTIVATION AFTER THE 

CONVERSION TO THE SEMESTER CALENDAR, 

THERE WAS A NOTICEABLE INCREASE IN 

THE PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS WHO 

REPORTED HAVING ADOPTED 

MALADAPTIVE BEHAVIORS AND BECOMING 

DE-MOTIVATED. DESPITE THIS INCREASE, A 

STATISTICAL INCREASE IN STUDENTS’ SELF-

EFFICACY TOWARD THEIR COURSEWORK 

WAS ALSO OBSERVED. IMPLICATIONS OF 

THESE FINDINGS AND DIRECTIONS FOR 

FUTURE RESEARCH ARE DISCUSSED.

from Quarters to Semesters
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decision making about such a conversion; yet research 
indicates that achievement motivation may greatly influ-
ence students’ learning outcomes. Motivation is defined 
as the process whereby goal-directed actions are instigated 
and sustained (Schunk, Pintrich and Meece 01). There-
fore, it is worth considering that an institution’s change 
of its academic calendar may alter its students’ “goal-
directed actions.” The conversion from three ten-week 
quarters to two fifteen-week semesters has the potential 
to change how students manage their time and/or their 
confidence in their ability to maintain their energy and 
focus throughout a fifteen-week academic term. Students 

who become fatigued (or de-motivated) as a result of the 
change may behave in a manner that is maladaptive to 
their learning and/or to the institution’s mission. At the 
same time, students who perceive that a fifteen-week se-
mester will provide them with more time to master course 
content may adapt their learning strategies (e.g., time 
management, self-regulation, etc.) accordingly. Thus, even 
though the decision to convert from a quarter- to a semes-
ter-based calendar may rest primarily on issues related to 
institutional finances, student transfer protocols, and/or 
curriculum changes, the decision can have significant im-
plications for student-motivated behaviors.

CHANGES IN COLLEGE STUDENTS’ 
PREDICTED AND PERCEIVED MOTIVATION

ransitioning
from Quarters to Semesters
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The literature suggests that faculty members favor semes-
ters whereas students (undergraduates in particular) appear 
to favor quarters (Pyle 007, 009, 01). Explanations for 
the difference include the notion that undergraduates may 
favor quarters because they are shorter and provide more 
opportunities to quickly obtain grades to demonstrate their 
competence (i.e., employing performance orientations). 
Faculty may favor semesters over quarters because they al-
low more time to delve deeply into content so that mastery 
can take place. (For more on how extended instructional 
time can be used to promote adaptive [mastery] goals, see 
Schunk, Pintrich and Meece, 01, p. 0.) Historically, 
opportunities to master course content have resulted in 
desirable learning outcomes for students (Anderman and 
Wolters 00) whereas a focus on grades, competition, and 
test performance has been associated with shallow cogni-
tive processes (Sinha and Kumar 000).

In this mixed methods study, we investigate students’ 
favoritism toward semesters and quarters at an institution 
undergoing semester conversion in addition to the pre-
dicted and perceived changes of their motivated behaviors 
(defined in this study as strategies and approaches to aca-
demic work). Finally, we compare students’ self-reported 
motivation during their last year on the quarter system to 
that during their first year on the semester system.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Converting to Semesters

Semester calendars are more common than quarter cal-
endars at U.S. higher education institutions (Smith 01). 
The vast majority of students who enroll in higher educa-
tion in the United States experience a consistent academic 
calendar—typically a semester calendar. Nevertheless, 
one-third of undergraduates transfer from one institution 
to another at least once before earning a degree (Gonzalez 
01); and some students transfer to institutions with dif-
ferent academic calendars. For such students, the process 
of converting credit hours can be complicated, especially 
when required courses for a degree have incompatible 
credit hours. For example, a student who needs three 
credit hours of biology at an institution that operates ac-
cording to a semester calendar will have satisfied only two-
thirds of the required credit hours if he has taken biology 
at an institution on the quarter system; raising the ques-

tion of how the student should earn the last third of the 
credit hours he needs. (For more on definitions of credit 
conversion and credit hours, see Titus 01 as well as Uni-
versity of Cincinnati 01c.)

As part of the University System of Ohio’s (01) ten-
year strategic plan, seventeen of the state’s colleges and 
universities converted their academic calendars from three 
ten-week quarters to two fifteen-week semesters (exclud-
ing summer sessions). As previously mentioned, this de-
cision was allegedly made to facilitate students’ transfer 
to other institutions within the system (Fingerhut 010). 
Three guidelines for semester conversion were established:

 W An institution’s semester calendar will not violate any 
accreditation regulation, federal guidelines, etc.

 W An institution’s semester calendar will facilitate the at-
tainment of the University System of Ohio goals, in-
cluding the transfer process.

 W A semester credit hour will mean the same throughout 
the University System of Ohio (Fingerhut 010, p. 1).

A semester is defined as no fewer than fifteen and no 
more than seventeen calendar weeks; Fingerhut (010) 
reports that an academic year shall be at least 0 weeks in 
length. Although three ten-week quarters is equivalent to 
0 weeks, reducing the number of academic terms from 
three to two reduces the number of courses in which stu-
dents enroll and thus increases the amount of time dedi-
cated to a particular course ( Jokinen 01a). Ultimately, 
the amount of time necessary to complete a degree pro-
gram and graduate1 should be the same, as should be the 
amount of required seat time (i.e., the number of minutes 
of formal instruction).

Faculty and staff at institutions undergoing calendar 
conversions were required to submit new syllabuses and 
curriculum reviews to verify their accommodation of the 
change. The University System of Ohio made its proceed-
ings accessible online as part of the effort to keep faculty, 
staff, administrators, and students informed about the 
conversion process (Ohio Faculty Council 01). Many 
of the affected institutions launched websites that specifi-

 1 Institutions that have recently undergone semester conversion have made 
pledges to their students that semester conversion would not delay their 
graduation or time to degree (see Wright State University 2014 for a sample 
pledge). Many administrators at the Ohio institutions that converted to 
semester calendars were optimistic about timely graduations and cited stu-
dents’ planning with their academic advisors and visits to semester-conver-
sion websites (see Jackson 2013, Pyle 2012).



College & University |  29 

cally answered students’ frequently asked questions about 
the conversion (see Ohio State University 01, Univer-
sity of Cincinnati 01a).

Numerous resources encouraged students who would 
experience the semester conversion to seek the help of an 
academic advisor in generating a plan to complete their 
coursework (see Reilly 011). Students were reminded that

The main academic advantage of the semester system is 
that it provides greater opportunities for collaborative re-
search and for in-depth teaching and classroom projects. A 
semester calendar facilitates study-abroad options, student 
teaching, and other forms of experiential learning (Uni-
versity of Cincinnati, 01b). From a motivation stand-
point, “greater opportunities…for in-depth teaching and 
classroom projects” includes students’ engaging in course 
materials, mastering key concepts, and making meaning-
ful connections with relevant course information during 
a fifteen-week rather than a ten-week term. Additionally, 
increased time for instruction allows students to engage 
more deeply in the content while simultaneously allocating 
more time for instructors to thoroughly teach, and review 
the material with their students. Schunk, Pintrich, and 
Meece (01) suggest that increasing the amount of time 
in a course may promote mastery strategies that students 
can use to set goals, timetables, and make autonomous 
decisions, which in turn can result in desirable learning 
outcomes (also see Slavin 00). Despite the advantages 
of extended instructional time that result from the shift 
from a ten-week to a fifteen-week term, approximately 8 
percent of undergraduate students still expressed favorit-
ism toward quarters after their university announced that 
it would transition to semesters in 01–1 (Pyle 007).

MASTERY-ORIENTED BEHAVIORS

Anderman and Anderman (009) encourage educators 
to give students ample time to gain mastery of important 
topics and skills. According to Achievement Goal Theory 
(AGT), a social cognitive theory of motivation, efforts 
to learn or gain competence are referred to as mastery-
oriented goals whereas efforts to obtain a high grade and 
demonstrate competence (often in comparison to others) 
are referred to as performance-oriented goals (Ames 199, 
Linnenbrink and Pintrich 00a). Mastery orientations 
are often touted for being most associated with adaptive 
learning outcomes including achievement, deep cognitive 

engagement, positive affect, and adaptive learning strategy 
use (Linnenbrink and Pintrich 00a, 00b; Peggy, Sul-
livan and Guerra 007). Performance orientations have 
been associated with shallow processing strategy use, neg-
ative affect following failure, maladaptive coping, and less 
prosocial behaviors ( Johnson and Nussbaum 01, Sinha 
and Kumar 000). This is not to say that performance ori-
entations are entirely bad (see Durik, Lovejoy and Johnson 
009); many AGT scholars have found performance ori-
entations to be predictive of high achievement and recall 
memory (Barker, McInerney and Dowson 00; Kaplan, 
Gheen and Midgley 00). Nevertheless, Linnenbrink 
and Pintrich (00a, 00b) explain that learners who 
utilize a mastery orientation are more likely to use deep 
processing strategies that result in more meaningful learn-
ing; performance-oriented students, by contrast, may use 
shallow processing (such as memorization) to complete a 
task and obtain a good grade or score. By converting from 
quarters to semesters, higher education institutions argu-
ably foster a mastery-oriented learning environment.

PURPOSE OF THE PRESENT STUDY

In this mixed methods study, we assessed a sample of 
Midwestern university students’ favoritism toward quar-
ters and semesters, the students’ predicted and perceived 
changes to their motivated behaviors, and their self-re-
ported motivation/learning strategies during the conver-
sion to a semester calendar. The research questions were:

 W Does students’ favoritism of quarters or semesters 
change from their last year on quarters to the end of 
their first year on semesters?

 W How do students on quarters predict their [motivated 
behaviors] strategies and approaches to their academic 
work will change when semesters begin; during their 
first year on semesters, how do students perceive their 
[motivated behaviors] strategies and approaches to 
their academic work to have changed from when they 
were on quarters?

 W How do students in their last year on quarters and 
those in their first year on semesters compare in regard 
to their self-reported motivation/learning strategies?

Although this study is primarily qualitative, explor-
atory, and descriptive in nature, we offer some hypotheses 
for our research questions. With regard to the first ques-
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tion, concerning students’ favoritism of quarters and se-
mesters, we hypothesized that we would see a shift in their 
favoritism: Because Pyle (007) reported on students at 
an institution that was also facing conversion to a semes-
ter calendar favored quarters, we expected that students in 
their last year on the quarter system would favor that cal-
endar over a semester calendar. We also expected that after 
students experienced a year of a semester calendar, their 
favoritism would change. According to Jokinen (01a, 
01b), administrators at many of the Ohio institutions 
that underwent semester conversion alleged that concerns 
about student enrollment and students’ attitudes toward 
semesters would moderate once faculty and students be-
came familiar with, adjusted to, and experienced semes-
ters. We therefore predicted that students would favor 
semesters by the end of their first year on the new system.

With regard to our second research question, con-
cerning students’ predicted and perceived changes to 
their motivated behaviors during semester conversion, 
we hypothesized that students would demonstrate more 
mastery-oriented strategies/approaches to their academic 
work once they were on the semester calendar. We antici-
pated that students would realize that semesters provide 
greater amounts of time to focus on mastery of course 
material. Finally, with regard to the third research ques-
tion, about students’ self-reported motivated strategies, 
we expected to see differences as a result of the change 
to fifteen-week semesters. Peggy, Sullivan, and Guerra 
(007) as well as Linnenbrink and Pintrich (00a, 
00b) reported that mastery orientations are strongly 
associated with adaptive learning strategy use (e.g., time 
management, self-regulation, effort management). Thus, 
with an expectation that fifteen-week semesters would 
result in greater mastery orientations, we expected to see 
differences in students’ self-reported motivation strategies 
as well as changes in the way they organized and managed 
their time as they adjusted to the new calendar.

The results of this study may have practical implica-
tions for other higher education institutions contemplat-
ing a transition from quarters to semesters. Results should 
inform administrators about the rate at which students 
begin to favor semesters over quarters. They should also 
inform student services personnel about how students will 
respond behaviorally and motivationally to a change in 
the academic calendar. Greater understanding of how stu-

dent motivation might change as a result of such a transi-
tion should support the better preparation of students for 
similar transitions and/or determinations of whether mo-
tivational interventions are needed. Undergraduates’ con-
tinued favoring of quarters even after experiencing a year of 
semesters may encourage administrators and student ser-
vices personnel to consider continued efforts to promote 
the mastery advantages of semesters. Alternatively, under-
graduates’ adoption of mastery orientations within a year 
of a transition to semesters may encourage student services 
personnel to redirect their efforts toward maintaining 
rather than prompting students’ mastery orientations.

METHODS

Participants

We recruited student participants from a large, public, ur-
ban, Midwestern university; all were enrolled in the same 
School of Education research subject pool. Four student 
samples (two from the final year on quarters and two from 
the first year on semesters) provided data. From the final 
year on quarters (Year 0), a sample of 11 undergraduates 
( male, 9 female, 1 not specified) completed a question-
naire concerning their favoritism of quarters or semesters 
and responded to a question concerning their predicted 
changes to their motivated behaviors. Also from Year 0, 
a sample of 10 undergraduates (1 male, 7 female) com-
pleted the Motivated Strategies for Learning Question-
naire (MSLQ) (described below). Both the university and 
the subject pool experienced enrollment decreases during 
the first year on the semester calendar (Year 1), resulting 
in 0 undergraduates (1 male, 9 female) completing the 
questionnaire; a sample of 8 undergraduates (1 male,  
female) completed the MSLQ.

All four samples were consistent in terms of partici-
pants’ average age, cumulative grade point average, year in 
college, and ethnicity. The average age of participants in 
each sample ranged from 0. to 0.8 years, with an age 
range from 18 to 9 years. The mean grade point averages 
(GPAs) of the sample groups ranged from .8 to . on a 
.0 scale. The samples were, on average, 91 percent Cauca-
sian, 1 percent Hispanic/Latino, 7 percent black/African 
American, and 1 percent not specified; this was consis-
tent with previous studies that utilized the same subject 
pool. Students who were seniors in Year 0 were screened 
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out of the data because it was less likely that they would 
experience the semester conversion. This resulted in the 
majority of Year 0 students being sophomores ( %), 
followed by juniors ( %) and freshmen ( %). Sopho-
mores accounted for approximately 0 percent of the Year 
1 samples, followed by 0 percent juniors, and 10 percent 
seniors; freshmen were excluded from participation in 
Year 1 because it was unlikely that they had experienced 
quarters at the college level.

MEASURES

Favoritism and Predicted/Perceived 
Motivated Behavior Changes

An investigator-generated questionnaire was utilized to as-
sess students’ favoritism of quarters and semesters as well as 
their predicted and perceived motivation changes. The ques-
tionnaire included both open- and closed-ended questions. 
Specifically, participants were asked whether they favored 
quarters or semesters. Also, they were asked to describe the 
advantages and disadvantages of the calendar they favored. 
Next, Year 0 participants were asked to describe how their 
strategies, test preparation, and general approaches to their 
academic work would change with the conversion to semes-
ters; Year 1 participants were asked, “Did any of your behav-
iors or approaches to your academic work change from last 
year as a result of semester conversion?”

Motivation Assessment

The Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire 
(MSLQ) measures student motivational characteristics 
and learning strategy use (Duncan and McKeachie 00; 
Pintrich, Smith and Garcia 199). It consists of a total of 
81 items divided into fifteen subscales for intrinsic [mas-
tery] goal orientation, extrinsic [performance] goal orien-
tation, task value, control of learning beliefs, self-efficacy 
for learning, test anxiety, rehearsal, elaboration, organiza-
tion, critical thinking, metacognitive self-regulation, time 
management, effort regulation, peer learning, and help 
seeking. The first six subscales are considered motivation 
scales; the latter nine are considered learning strategies 
scales. For this study, participants were instructed to use a 
Likert scale ranging from one to seven to rate the degree to 
which they agreed each item represented their motivation 
and/or learning strategy use for their college coursework.

PROCEDURE
In an effort to minimize participants’ response bias, dif-
ferent student samples were asked to complete each of the 
above-mentioned questionnaires separately. We wanted to 
guard against participants’ responding to MSLQ items in 
a “socially desirable” manner that would reflect their re-
sponses to the first questionnaire (about which calendar 
system they favored). Furthermore, we were most interested 
in assessing students’ predicted and perceived changes to 
their motivated behaviors rather than the motivation and 
learning strategy item information provided in the MSLQ. 
All participants from Year 0 and Year 1 were recruited from 
the same research subject pool; and all Year 1 participants 
were recruited for participation late in the second semes-
ter to ensure that they had all experienced as least one full 
semester. All participants were informed that the online 
questionnaire would take no more than 0 minutes to com-
plete. Links to the questionnaires could be launched from 
the electronic subject pool website. Participants were asked 
to read an information sheet and to indicate their consent 
to participate by “entering” one of the questionnaires. All 
participants were thanked for their participation.

DATA ANALYSIS

This mixed methods study relied on quantitative and 
qualitative data. Average scores were calculated for each 
of the MSLQ subscales, and participants were coded by the 
year of their participation (Year 0 = 0; Year 1 = 1). Descrip-
tive statistics, correlations, and independent sample t-tests 
were derived from the quantitative data. Chi-square analy-
ses were utilized to assess favoritism toward quarters ver-
sus semesters. Two raters coded the qualitative data about 
predicted and perceived motivation changes by analyzing 
themes. Both raters were blinded from knowing whether 
participants favored quarters or semesters; were familiar 
with the characteristics and assumptions of prominent 
motivation theories; and had coded qualitative themes of 
motivation for other studies.

RESULTS

Favoritism

In Year 0, approximately 77 percent of participants fa-
vored quarters, χ² (1, 10) = 7.7, p < 0.00. Yet in Year 1, 
only  percent of participants favored quarters while 8 
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percent favored semesters, χ² (1, 0) = 0.08, p = 0.78; thus, 
toward the end of the first academic year on the semester 
calendar, students’ favoritism toward quarters and semes-
ters was approximately equal. The decrease in the percent-
age of students who favored quarters from Year 0 to Year 
1 indicates a shift in students’ attitudes regarding the con-
version to a semester calendar. (See Table 1 for students’ 
perceptions of the advantages and disadvantages of quar-
ters and semesters.)

PREDICTED/PERCEIVED MOTIVATED 
BEHAVIOR CHANGES

All Year 0 participants were asked, “How are your strat-
egies, test preparation, and general approaches to your 

academic work going to 
change with the conver-
sion to semesters?” Two 
raters used a sample of 
participants’ responses to 
generate a key for coding 
responses. Responses that 
identified more time and 
opportunity to learn and/
or to go deeper into course 
materials were coded as 
mastery oriented; those 
that stressed performing 
well on exams/assign-
ments and shallow learn-
ing strategies (such as 
memorizing) were coded 
as performance oriented; 
those that identified be-
coming more lazy, procras-
tinating more, or studying 
less because assignments 
would be more spread out 
over a semester were coded 
as de-motivated; responses 
that expressed no antici-
pated changes were coded 
as no change; and all oth-
ers—for example, those 
that were ambiguous or 
expressed uncertainty re-

garding what change might occur were coded as “other.” 
After independently coding all responses with an interra-
ter reliability score of 0.9, both raters met to justify their 
codings until 100 percent agreement was reached.

Approximately 7 percent of Year 0 students did not 
expect any of their strategies to change, 9 percent said 
they would likely adopt a mastery orientation, 18 percent 
thought they would want to focus more on their exam 
performance, 7 percent believed they would become more 
lazy and/or procrastinate more, and 8 percent provided 
other/ambiguous responses. The results indicated that 
many students did not expect to change their motivated 
strategies as a result of the change in academic calendar 
from quarters to semesters, χ² (, 19) = ., p < 0.00. 

Table 1. 
 Common Student Perceptions of the Advantages and Disadvantages  
of Quarters and Semesters.*

Advantages Disadvantages

Quarters  ▶ “It’s easier to stay focused on a class 
when it only lasts ten weeks.”

 ▶ Quarters have a “faster pace.”
 ▶ Students have “a greater opportu-

nity to take more [diverse] classes.”
 ▶ Quarter classes have “a lot 

less material to learn.” 
 ▶ For struggling students, there is more 

opportunity to turn things around.
 ▶ Should the institution have stuck 

with quarters, course credits 
would not get “messed up.”**

 ▶ Students’ familiarity with quarters.

 ▶ Having to wait until June to be on sum-
mer break while friends and colleagues 
at other institutions finish in May.

 ▶ Not being able to go as deep into material.
 ▶ Having to “start over three times and 

[having] to get used to a new set 
of rules with different teachers.” 

 ▶ Professors having “to rush through mate-
rial due to time crunch . . . students don’t 
get to work with materials as much.”

 ▶ Having to purchase “more text-
books each year.”

Semesters  ▶ “Classes go a lot more in depth.”
 ▶ Having a “longer time to master the mate-

rials” and time “to improve a failing grade.”
 ▶ Students “only have to buy books 

twice instead of 3 times.”
 ▶ “Getting out earlier” for the summer.
 ▶ Students can “transfer to other 

Ohio schools easily.”

 ▶ Students who dislike a class/professor 
are “stuck with it for an extra 5 weeks.”

 ▶ It is “easier [for students] to lose 
interest” over a longer term.

 ▶ The school year “starts earlier.”
 ▶ “Less diversity in curriculum.”
 ▶ Having to wait an entire term or year 

if there are “conflicts in scheduling.”

 * For Year 0, 72 faculty/staff members also responded to a brief questionnaire concerning their favoritism toward 
quarters or semesters. Approximately 70 percent of faculty favored semesters; advantages included “help with 
student transfers,” going “more in depth” with content, allowing “graduate students to complete meaningful research 
projects,” and “providing a more appropriate amount of time for students to digest information.” Disadvantages included 
students’ disliking classes they feel stuck in, fewer opportunities to take diverse electives, “fewer opportunities [for 
struggling students] to raise their GPA,” and students’ getting bored/fatigued with the same instructor/course.

 ** Many Ohio administrators expressed concern about delays in graduation though students did not comment on this; a 
few students perceived quarters as advantageous in that they would not have to meet with an academic advisor in 
order to calculate or convert previously earned credits. Nevertheless, students who visited their institution’s semester 
conversion site and/or worked with an academic advisor during the transition were provided with information about 
how many courses to take each term so as to prevent any delays in graduation (see Ohio State University 2011).



College & University |  33 

Yet the 9 percent who thought they might adopt mas-
tery-oriented strategies should not be ignored. With the 
majority of Year 0 students favoring quarters, administra-
tors should be reassured that students’ ability to acknowl-
edge that semesters might be advantageous for employing 
mastery-oriented strategies suggests that they might not 
be entirely pessimistic toward the shift to a semester cal-
endar. An unexpected finding is that 7 percent of student 
respondents thought they might become lazier and/or 
procrastinate more upon implementation of a semester 
calendar. This percentage is small, but student services 
personnel may want to research this population further 
to determine whether interventions could enhance their 
academic experiences. It is worth noting that 88 percent 
of this de-motivated Year 0 population favored quarters.

Data for Year 1 participants were coded in a similar fash-
ion as those for Year 0 participants; however, participants 
who could be coded as having a mastery orientation were 
more specific about their use of time and adaptive learning 
strategies. Statements included “I got to know my profes-
sors more and became more involved with my classmates,” 
“I understood more of the lessons that we were taught 
during the classes and also was able to receive one-on-one 
attention from my professors,” and “I did make sure I was 
much more organized with my notes and handouts so I 
could keep everything together.” None of the Year 1 partici-
pants responded in a performance-oriented manner—i.e., 
in a way that stressed a greater desire to focus solely on get-
ting high scores/grades. A far greater number of responses 
regarding Year 1 as opposed to Year 0 focused on adopt-
ing maladaptive behaviors/characteristics: Statements in-
cluded, “It is harder for me to stay focused…I’m checking 
out mentally,” “I have more time to procrastinate,” and “I 
skip more classes and dislike my classes exponentially more.” 
With the exception of not seeing any responses that could 
be coded as performance oriented, we maintained codes for 
mastery oriented, de-motivated, no change, and other.

Approximately  percent of responses were coded 
“no change,” 9 percent “de-motivated,”  percent “mas-
tery,” and  percent “other.” As for Year 0, the results for 
Year 1 indicate that many students experienced little to 
no change in their motivated behavior, χ² (, 8) = 1., 
p = 0.001. Although a sizable proportion of Year 1 par-
ticipants stated that they adopted adaptive and mastery-
oriented behaviors, the increase from 7 percent of Year 0 

participants to 9 percent of Year 1 participants comment-
ing on de-motivated behaviors/characteristics is dramatic, 
concerning, and unexpected—especially knowing that 
Year 1 participants favored semesters to a greater degree 
than did Year 0 participants. Note that of this Year 1 “de-
motivated population,” 78. percent had favored quarters.

Self-Reported Motivation

Year 0 and Year 1 students’ self-reported motivation and 
learning strategy MSLQ scores were compared. Indepen-
dent sample t-tests in which Year 0 and Year 1 were des-
ignated as the grouping variable and average scores for all 
MSLQ subscales were designated as the dependent variables 
indicate a statistically significant difference between the 
self-efficacy of Year 0 and Year 1 students, t(18) = -.87, 
p = 0.00. Specifically, Year 1 students had significantly 
higher self-efficacy scores (M = .98, SD = 0.8) than did 
Year 0 students (M = ., SD = 0.9). No other significant 
differences on MSLQ subscales were observed. (See Table 
, on page , for all MSLQ means and standard deviations 
by year.)

DISCUSSION

In this mixed methods study, we assessed the favoritism 
toward quarter and semester academic calendars, pre-
dicted/perceived changes to motivated behaviors, and 
self-reported motivation and learning strategy use by un-
dergraduate students at a large, public, urban, Midwest-
ern university undergoing semester conversion. We found 
that, consistent with Pyle (007), a greater percentage of 
students favored quarters over semesters prior to semester 
conversion. However, after experiencing a year on the se-
mester calendar, the percentage of students who favored 
quarters was not significantly different from the percent-
age who favored semesters. This finding indicates a shift 
in students’ attitudes toward the semester calendar after 
experiencing it for a year. Although many administrators, 
faculty, and staff might prefer a more significant shift to-
ward favoring semesters, our finding provides important 
baseline information. Institutions considering semester 
conversion should be advised of the likely change in stu-
dents’ favoritism of a semester calendar, of their perceived 
advantages and disadvantages of quarter and semester cal-
endars, and of ways in which to market the conversion (for 
example, by promoting mastery benefits) to students.
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Greater percentages of students in Year 0 and Year 1 
predicted and perceived no change in their motivation 
than did those that predicted and perceived adopting 
mastery orientations and becoming de-motivated. Our 
hypothesis that students would predict and perceive their 
adoption of mastery orientations was not supported, but 
the results are novel and informative nevertheless. In fact, 
despite the shift in favoritism, we were surprised by the 
increase in the percentage of students who predicted be-
ing de-motivated in Year 0 to those who perceived being 
de-motivated in Year 1. Motivation literature suggests that 
lengthening the time of instruction from ten to fifteen 
weeks can yield mastery benefits (Anderman and Ander-
man 009; Bude et al. 011; Schunk, Pintrich and Meece 
01), but a sizable proportion of Year 1 students reported 
becoming bored, procrastinating more, and even skipping 

classes occasionally. The 
majority of these de-moti-
vated Year 1 students had 
favored quarters, which 
may indicate their protest 
against or at least their re-
sistance to the conversion 
to semesters. Student ser-
vices personnel at institu-
tions considering semester 
conversion may want to 
consider strategies that 
promote students’ adop-
tion of time management 
skills and effort regulation, 
especially for students who 
may show some resistance 
toward semester conver-
sion.

Finally, with regard to 
differences between Year 
0 and Year 1 students’ 
self-reported motivation 
and learning strategies, we 
believe that the results of 
our independent samples 
t-tests were also novel and 
informative. Specifically, 
we observed a statistical 

difference only in Year 1 students’ higher self-efficacy to-
ward their coursework as compared to Year 0 students’. 
This may indicate a positive change in students’ motiva-
tion as self-efficacy has been reported to be one of the 
strongest predictors of academic achievement (see Pajares 
and Urdan 00, Usher and Pajares 008). Although 
we had hypothesized that differences in MSLQ subscales 
would indicate Year 1 students’ adopting mastery-oriented 
behaviors and strategies such as time management and 
intrinsic goals, the increase in self-efficacy is promising. 
After all, our hypothesis for this third and final research 
question was contingent on finding more Year 1 students 
perceiving that their academic motivation had shifted to-
ward mastery orientations during their year on a semester 
calendar. Given that we did observe changes in perceived 
motivation such that de-motivated behaviors were more 

Table 2. 
 Means and Standard Deviations of MSLQ Subscales by Year

MSLQ  
Subscale

Year 0 (n = 105) Year 1 (n = 48) Cronbach’s  
AlphaM SD M SD

Intrinsic 4.97 1.09 4.97 1.24 0.82

Extrinsic 5.81 0.86 5.62 1.07 0.71

Task Value 5.67 1.04 5.60 1.16 0.90

Control Beliefs 5.69 0.81 5.68 0.89 0.71

Self-Efficacy 5.52 0.93 5.98 0.84 0.92

Test Anxiety 4.22 1.36 4.29 1.49 0.83

Rehearsal 5.04 0.92 4.83 1.24 0.57

Elaboration 4.75 0.94 5.03 1.09 0.75

Organization 4.54 1.19 4.76 1.40 0.73

Critical Thinking 4.09 1.17 4.31 1.26 0.82

Self-Regulation 4.52 0.79 4.67 0.82 0.76

Time Man-
agement

4.96 0.85 5.13 0.93 0.72

Effort Regulation 4.99 1.06 5.18 1.11 0.68

Peer Learning 3.76 1.54 3.49 1.68 0.81

Help Seeking 3.82 1.30 3.60 1.25 0.66

Note: Some MSLQ items for learning strategy subscales were reverse coded according to  
Duncan and McKeachie (2005) prior to generating the average scores reported above.



College & University |  35 

abundantly reported in Year 1 than in Year 0, it was sur-
prising to see that the only MSLQ difference was between 
Year 1 and Year 0 students’ self-efficacy—and that it was 
Year 1 students who reported higher self-efficacy. With 
the increase in the proportion of de-motivated students, 
it could have very well turned out that Year 1 students re-
ported lower ratings for things like intrinsic goals and/or 
time management.

According to Cao (01), procrastinating learners 
report high performance-avoidance goals, low mastery-
approach goals, and low task values. Additionally, Cao 
cites the work of Wolters (00), who reported finding 
that procrastination, was negatively associated with self-
efficacy. So our findings of an increased proportion of 
de-motivated (i.e., procrastinating) students in Year 1 and 
a higher reported mean for self-efficacy is unique. One 
explanation could be that despite becoming more easily 
bored and/or procrastinating more on their coursework, 
students’ experience of fifteen-week semesters rather than 
ten-week quarters promoted a sense that more time was 
available in which to achieve a desirable outcome. Stu-
dents who performed well on the quarter system—perhaps 
cramming for exams and working on shorter timelines/
deadlines—may have perceived the longer fifteen-week 
semester as less challenging. Another explanation is that 
course instructors may not have challenged their students 
adequately once the semester calendar was adopted—
and/or they prolonged their instruction without chang-
ing their syllabuses from a quarter to a semester timeline. 
Finally, it is also possible that these findings naturally oc-
cur when an institution converts to semesters—or they 
may be a fluke. (This is unlikely, however, given that all 
other MSLQ scales and comparisons were consistent from 
Year 0 to Year 1.)

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Very little research exists regarding the assessment of stu-
dent motivation during semester conversion, yet many 
institutions across the United States have considered this 
transition (see Mayberry 009, Smith 01). For this rea-
son, we believe that our novel findings may help establish a 
useful foundation for decision making at institutions con-
sidering semester conversion. Of course, we recognize the 
limitations of this mixed methods study and offer recom-
mendations for improving upon this line of research. The 

generalizability of our findings is limited, so we encourage 
future researchers to assess larger and more diverse stu-
dent populations (perhaps with varying academic majors, 
transfer status, demographic characteristics, and/or grade 
levels). Replicating our study is necessary to determine the 
temporal and ecological validity of our findings. We also 
encourage the assessment of faculty motivational and in-
structional characteristics because such data can lend in-
sight into how faculty might enhance students’ self-efficacy.

We decided early on to minimize response bias by re-
cruiting different samples for our questionnaires; yet 
we suggest that future research collect data on students’ 
motivation using only one sample so that correlations be-
tween favoritism and self-reported motivation and learn-
ing strategy use can be analyzed. And although we were 
limited by identifying individual students with whom to 
follow up from Year 0 to Year 1, we encourage researchers 
to consider a more traditional longitudinal design. Finally, 
although it appears that more institutions are converting 
from quarters to semesters (Smith 01), we encourage 
researchers to seize on opportunities to assess students’ 
motivation during other calendar changes—perhaps from 
semesters to quarters or with altered start and end dates of 
the academic calendar.

IMPLICATIONS

The results of this mixed methods study have practical and 
theoretical implications for institutions considering or ex-
periencing calendar conversions, specifically from quar-
ters to semesters. From a theoretical standpoint, this study 
provides a foundation upon which future research can 
build; it thereby helps to ground a theory of student moti-
vation during semester conversion. One of the advantages 
to semester conversion that the University of Cincinnati 
(01b) promoted was that semesters provide greater op-
portunities for “in-depth teaching and classroom proj-
ects.” Our findings not only support this but also confirm 
other perceived advantages and disadvantages of quarters 
as well as semesters. Our findings of an increased pro-
portion of Year 1 students reporting being de-motivated 
yet also observing a statistically higher self-reported self-
efficacy in Year 1 than Year 0 are significant. Literature 
concerning self-efficacy primarily touts its relationship to 
other adaptive learner characteristics (e.g., achievement, 
mastery orientations, etc.) (see Wolters 00). However, 
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our results suggest that self-efficacy can remain high de-
spite students’ perceived boredom and procrastination. 
Thus, self-efficacy theorists (see Bandura 01, Usher and 
Pajares 008) may consider taking note of our findings to 
explain rare circumstances in which self-efficacy and mal-
adaptive characteristics like boredom can coexist.

Our findings have practical implications for those at 
institutions considering and/or experiencing semester 
conversion. The findings can be used to inform decision 
makers, administrators, public relations, and student 
services personnel of students’ favoritism and perceived 
advantages/disadvantages of quarters and semesters. An 
institution’s public relations department can utilize the 
advantages (see Table 1) to better tailor its resources to 
promote semester conversion. Student services person-
nel can utilize the findings to inform the identification of 
better ways of preparing students for semester conversion 
and/or for the tailoring of strategies for fostering students’ 
adoption of time management, effort regulation, and self-
regulatory skills once a semester calendar is implemented.

Many U.S. institutions may be considering converting 
from academic quarters to semesters. This study provides 
important information about student attitudes and mo-
tivational characteristics during such a transition. Institu-
tions planning to convert to semesters should be explicit 
and vocal about the mastery benefits of doing so; students 
may accept the transition more readily when mastery ben-
efits are emphasized and when help from student services 
personnel facilitates their adoption of time management 
and self-regulatory skills that may aid in combating bore-
dom and/or procrastination. Participants in the current 
study have completed a year on the semester calendar. 
Increases in the proportion of students favoring semesters 
and identifying increases in self-efficacy lead us to believe 
that the institution’s efforts and transition have been suc-
cessful; students at this institution may reap even greater 
rewards in the form of higher academic achievement as it is 
well-documented that increased self-efficacy strongly pre-
dicts adaptive learning outcomes (e.g., academic achieve-
ment, mastery learning, etc.) (Usher and Pajares 008).
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By Stuart Shaw, Jayne Warren, and Tim Gill

T
his study is part of an ongoing 
initiative to evaluate the predic-
tive validity of the Cambridge ac-
celeration program in the United 
States. Establishing predictive 
validity by relating high school 
performance to later academic 
performance has a long and estab-

lished heritage in U.S. educational research (see, e.g., Bur-
ton and Ramist 001; Cohn, Manion and Morrison 007; 
Culpepper and Davenport 009; Kobrin et al. 008; Len-
ning 197; Sadler and Sonnert 010). The long-term pur-
pose of the Cambridge research agenda is to highlight the 
effectiveness of Cambridge assessments at predicting stu-
dents’ preparedness for and continued academic success at 
U.S. universities as evidenced by first-year college and cu-
mulative grade point average (GPA) as well as other perfor-
mance outcomes. Tertiary-level academic success as used 

here is determined by the persistence of a student with a 
specific GPA within the university.

The first phase of research used data collected from 
three cohorts of students enrolled at Florida State Uni-
versity (Shaw and Bailey 011a, 011b). The data included 
information about each student’s performance at high 
school, ethnicity, gender, and first-year university GPA. 
Multi-level modeling was used to investigate the rela-
tionships among the variables and to determine which 
were the best indicators of academic success at university 
while taking into account the effects of individual high 
schools. Findings suggested that the Cambridge accelera-
tion program compared favorably with other acceleration 
programs in the United States, including Advanced Place-
ment (AP) and the International Baccalaureate (IB).

This second phase of research, based on new data pro-
vided by Florida State University (FSU), attempts to ad-
dress the impact of the Cambridge and other acceleration 

INTERNATIONAL  ACCELER ATION PROGR AM
CAMBRIDGE 
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programs on various aspects of university engagement. 
Student participation in undergraduate research, for ex-
ample, is one of several indicators of college success. The 
inclusion of research in the undergraduate curriculum 
has been widely endorsed by U.S. educators and policy 
makers (Boyer Commission 1998; Hu 01; Kuh 008). 
Undergraduate research is also associated with greater 
student retention/persistence (Banta 00; Craney et al. 
011; Inkelas et al. 01; Lopatto 00; Russell, Hancock 
and McCullough 007). Consequently, this study en-
tails expanding the freshman GPA data modeling work of 
Phase 1 to include a longitudinal study comparing degree 
completion by Cambridge, AP, and IB cohorts at FSU. The 
likelihood of students’ pursuing additional undergradu-
ate educational, professional, and research opportunities 
is also modeled, and findings are compared across the AP, 
IB, and Cambridge cohorts.

U.S. ACCELERATION PROGRAMS AND THEIR 
IMPACT ON COLLEGE PERFORMANCE

The successful transition from high school to postsecond-
ary study is contingent upon a student being college ready 
(Conley 010, 011; Camara 01). College readiness is 
receiving ever greater focus in the United States as college 
aspirations rise and public policy promotes college readi-
ness for all (Duncan and Martin 010; U.S. Department 
of Education 00a, 00b, 010). U.S. students and uni-
versities must consider all available indicators for success 
in higher education, including the offer of college-level 
coursework to high school students. High school accel-
eration strategies thus are seen as one of the main policy 
mechanisms for increasing college enrollment and foster-
ing tertiary-level success as they can have positive effects 
on cognitive strategies, content knowledge, and learning 
and behavioral skills and techniques.

HIGH SCHOOL ACCELERATION PROGRAMS

Advanced Placement

Since its inception in 19, Advanced Placement has be-
come the most common and rapidly expanding accelera-
tion mechanism in the United States. The College Board 
claims that the AP program can offer students advantages 
in terms of college success; that the program not only facili-
tates the narrowing of achievement gaps but also enriches 

students’ high school experiences; and that high schools 
prepared to offer AP can be thought of as ‘gold standard’ 
institutions (see Challenge Success [01] for an evaluation 
of the four College Board claims for AP). AP examinations 
are offered in 7 subjects across languages, science, and 
social science. Schools in all states and some schools out-
side the United States offer AP courses. Between 00 and 
009, the College Board (009) reported that the number 
of students taking AP courses increased dramatically—by 
almost 0 percent—to 1. million. There is every indication 
that the number will continue to increase. Recognition of 
this credential is almost universal among U.S. universities.

Impact on College Performance

Students who hold AP qualifications have been shown to 
outperform those who do not in both first-year college 
performance and college completion (Curry, MacDonald 
and Morgan, 1999; Dougherty, Mellor and Jian 00; Mat-
tern, Shaw and Xiong 009; Morgan and Maneckshana 
000; Morgan and Ramist 1998). After controlling for a 
number of background variables—including academic 
ability and prior course history and performance, Sadler 
and Sonnert (010) demonstrated that students who pass 
AP exams in the sciences earn significantly higher grades 
in biology, chemistry, or physics in college than those 
students who failed the exams. Two recent large-scale 
impact studies have examined the long-term impact of 
AP on measures of college success. Hargrove, Godin, and 
Dodd (008) examined the student performance data of 
AP students and a non-AP comparison group for five co-
horts of Texas public high school graduates through to 
their fourth year of college. In total, data for ,89 stu-
dents from a range of backgrounds attending a number of 
Texas universities were collected. Results revealed signifi-
cant “evidence of benefits to students who participate in 
both AP courses and exams in terms of higher GPAs, credit 
hours earned, and four-year graduation rates” (Hargrove, 
Godin, and Dodd 008, p. 1). In a second, related study, 
Keng and Dodd (008) compared the performance of AP 
students to that of non-AP students on a number of col-
lege outcome measures. Exams representing ten subject ar-
eas were examined in this study of ,91 students in four 
entering classes at the University of Texas at Austin. Keng 
and Dodd (008) confirmed the findings of the Hargrove, 
Godin, and Dodd (008) study: AP students performed 
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at least as well if not better than non-AP students on most 
college outcome measures.  Students who had used their 
AP credits in order to embark upon advanced college 
courses achieved higher grades in those courses than those 
students who first took college introductory courses in-
stead of any of the ten individual AP exams.

When the confounding effects of self-selection by stu-
dents (with more able students joining AP programs) and 
inter-school differences (with better resourced schools 
more likely to adopt the AP program and to have it taught 
by more experienced teachers) are taken into account, 
however, the picture is more complex (Klopfenstein and 
Thomas 00; Paek, Ponte, Sigel, Braun, and Powers, 
00). Klopfenstein  and Thomas (009), for example, 
found no relationship between AP experience and either 
first-semester college grades or retention to the second 
year after controlling for these factors. Other studies have 
also attempted to control for a number of background 
variables, such as family income, socioeconomic factors, 
and parental education (Duffy 010; Geiser and Santelices 
00; Klopfenstein and Thomas 00) and have reported 
no significant relationship between students’ having taken 
AP courses and students’ first-year performance.

International Baccalaureate

The International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma originated 
outside the United States in the late 190s and has be-
come prevalent in U.S. high schools in the past ten years 
(Bunnell 010). The program prepares students for ter-
tiary study by developing their critical thinking skills, 
ability to learn independently and in groups, communi-
cation skills, and sense of self-identity and culture. The 
curriculum comprises six core courses, each chosen from 
one of the following categories: primary language, second 
language, individuals and society, sciences, mathematics 
(within which computer science is an additional elective), 
and the arts. (See <www.ibo.org/diploma/curriculum/>.) 
Typically taught over a two-year period, the IB claims a 
program of learning and assessments that prepare eleventh 
and twelfth grade students for success at university and be-
yond. The IB works with more than ,000 schools in more 
than 10 countries to offer IB programs to approximately 
one million students. The IB has gained recognition and 
respect from the world’s leading universities and now is 
recognized by U.S. universities as being similar to the AP.

Impact on College Performance

The efficacy of the IB as a pre-university acceleration pro-
gram has been investigated by Panich (001). In a study of 
the university performance of IB students, Panich (001) 
matched three cohorts of IB graduates (1998 through 
000) attending FSU with students entering with compa-
rable SAT verbal and math scores. Comparing groups of 
students with no IB background, students with IB expe-
rience, and students with an IB diploma, Panich (001) 
concluded that IB diploma students achieved the highest 
average first-year university GPA while students with IB 
experience but no diploma achieved the lowest. In a study 
designed to explore IB students’ postsecondary outcomes, 
Taylor and Porath (00) canvased the views of former IB 
students. These students had completed their secondary 
education at two public high schools in British Columbia 
between 199 and 000. Students believed that the critical 
thinking skills they learned in the IB course together with 
the development of non-cognitive study skills such as time 
management equipped them well for university studies. 
Duevel (1999) asked college registrars representing twelve 
universities to comment on IB students’ perseverance and 
attainment. Just over 90 percent of IB diploma holders 
earned bachelor’s degrees, and nearly as many earned their 
degrees in five or fewer years. In the same study, just over 
half of all IB graduates reported attending graduate school 
and claimed that their participation in the IB had a positive 
impact on their college experience. Investigating the ben-
efits of the IB Extended Essay for University Studies at the 
University of Virginia (UVA), Inkelas et al. (01), using 
a mixed-methods case study approach, explored the ways 
in which the extended essay (up to ,000 words) helps 
to prepare students for their studies in terms of academic 
performance, retention, willingness to engage in more re-
search, and future plans. Findings suggested that former 
IB students studying at UVA were significantly more likely 
than their AP counterparts to indicate preparedness for 
postsecondary coursework involving research.

A study of the Chicago inner-city IB program found 
that students who took the IB were more likely to attend 
a four-year college and demonstrated higher two-year per-
sistence rates (Coca et al. 01). IB students reported that 
they felt academically prepared, but research uncovered a 
deficit in transition knowledge and skills that suggested 
that, in this area, the IB program had not compensated 
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for the effects of students’ disadvantaged backgrounds. A 
second, related study of the Chicago program found that 
the IB increases high school graduation and college enroll-
ment rates (Saavedra 011).

Cambridge International Advanced Level

Cambridge International Advanced Subsidiary Levels 
(AS Levels) and Advanced Levels (A Levels) are a global 
set of examinations administered by Cambridge Interna-
tional Examinations (Cambridge). (See <www.cie.org.
uk/qualifications/academic/uppersec/alevel>.) The levels 
develop learners’ knowledge, understanding, and skills 
in in-depth subject content and encourage independent, 
logical thinking. Cambridge offers a choice of  subjects 
that schools can offer in almost any combination. Schools 
can build an individualized curriculum, and learners can 
choose whether to specialize in a particular subject area or 
to study a range of subjects. Cambridge International A 
Level is typically a two-year course, and Cambridge Inter-
national AS Level is typically a one-year course.

Students can also earn a Cambridge AICE Diploma by 
passing a prescribed number of Cambridge International 
AS- and/or A-Level examinations, including one from 
each of three subject groups: mathematics and sciences; 
languages (foreign and first); and arts and humanities. In 
the United States, Cambridge AS- and A-Level examina-
tions are sometimes referred to as ‘Cambridge AICE’ or 
‘AICE’ examinations. The Cambridge AICE Diploma pro-
gram was successfully piloted between 1997 and 000 in 
Florida, where it continues to receive legislative support 
and funding. Students who pass the AS- and A-Level ex-
aminations may be awarded entry- or intermediate-level 
university course credit by examination. Yet recognition 
by U.S. universities is not universal. (As with IB, Cam-
bridge is widely recognized outside the United States.)

Impact on College Performance

A comparative study of the effects of the AS/A-Level 
program on first-year GPA at FSU found that on average, 
students’ prior participation in acceleration programs re-
sulted in better GPAs than their peers’ non-participation in 
any such programs (Shaw and Bailey 011a, 011b). In par-
ticular, the study revealed that after controlling for gender, 
race, and SAT score, Cambridge students achieved a higher 

GPA, on average, than IB students and students who had 
not previously earned college credit. On all of the models 
tested, there was no evidence of any statistical difference 
between Cambridge and AP students.

A growing body of qualitative evidence demonstrates 
the impact of the Cambridge International AS-and A-
Level programs on teaching and learning (Shaw 011). 
Data have been collected using a range of impact elicita-
tion techniques, including perceptual questionnaires, 
semi-structured interviews, focused discussion groups, 
and lesson observations. More than 700 Cambridge stu-
dents and their teachers took part in the study at five high 
schools in Florida and West Virginia. In addition, opportu-
nistic data from 17 former Cambridge students studying at 
universities in Florida and Minnesota were collected. The 
students were at various stages in their postsecondary pro-
grams and were studying across a range of disciplines. The 
research provided evidence that the Cambridge program:

 W is challenging, particularly when compared with other 
intellectually stimulating acceleration mechanisms;

 W encourages good study habits;
 W includes courses that motivate and satisfy students be-
cause of their focus and the range of relevant

 ▶ activities (particularly interactive, communicative 
ones),
 ▶ skills (particularly writing and speaking), and
 ▶ materials (inspired by the content of the Cambridge 
examination itself );

 W fosters eclectic pedagogical and methodological ap-
proaches;

 W provides positive effects on pedagogic practice and 
course materials; and

 W successfully prepares students for postsecondary pro-
grams of study (particularly freshman studies).

The literature clearly addresses the broad claim that 
certain acceleration strategies establish a college-level 
standard in U.S. high schools. A second claim is that the 
standard promotes greater academic success and college 
graduation rates for those students who choose to utilize 
various acceleration strategies (including dual enrollment 
and early college enrollment). Even a cursory review of the 
literature suggests that much more research must be un-
dertaken if such claims are to be fully substantiated.
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The questions underpinning this study focus on the Cam-
bridge acceleration program. (The term ‘AICE’ is used here 
as a generic label for the Cambridge AS and/or A Levels.) 
The study was designed to determine answers to the fol-
lowing questions:

 W Is there a relationship between participation in AICE 
and university performance (as measured by cumula-
tive FSU GPA) after accounting for attainment at the 
end of high school (as measured by SAT scores) and 
other background variables (e.g., gender, race, etc.)?

 W Is there a relationship between participation in AICE 
and university engagement (as measured by participa-
tion in extra programs such as directed individual stud-
ies, honors program, honors in major, or study abroad) 
after accounting for attainment at the end of high 
school (as measured by SAT scores) and other back-
ground variables (e.g., gender, race)?

 W Is there a relationship between participation in AICE 
and retention rate after accounting for attainment at 
the end of high school (as measured by SAT scores) and 
other background variables (e.g., gender, race)?

DATA AND MEASUREMENT CONSIDERATIONS

Context: Florida State University

The research utilized a case-study approach using opportu-
nistic data collected from Florida State University (FSU). 
FSU is one of the largest and oldest of the eleven institu-
tions in the State University System of Florida. Founded 
in 181 and located in the state capital of Tallahassee, FSU 
is a comprehensive, national graduate research university 
with medical programs and very high research activity 
as determined by the Carnegie Foundation. FSU started 
the 010–11 academic year with a student population of 
approximately 0,000 (with more than 8,00 graduate 
students) and recognition as a major graduate research 
institution with an established international reputation. 
Admission to FSU is competitive and is based on graduat-
ing from a regionally accredited high school with specific 
high school academic units, a cumulative weighted GPA, 
and test scores. The academic profile of the middle 0 per-
cent of freshmen accepted in 01 was weighted GPA of 
.9 to .7; ACT composite score of  to 0; and SAT total 

score of 170 to 190. Up to  semester hours of credit 
can be awarded on the basis of students’ achievement of 
qualifying scores on the AICE, AP, IB, or CLEP (College 
Level Examination Program).

Identifying and Accessing Data

The feasibility of identifying, collecting, and analyzing 
data in support of the claim that the Cambridge accel-
eration program provides a solid grounding for continued 
study at U.S. colleges and universities requires careful con-
sideration (Hawkey 00). The identification and acquisi-
tion of data relevant to this study proved to be an iterative, 
protracted process requiring extensive dialogue between 
researchers and the FSU admissions team.

Table 1 (on page ) provides a list of generic data 
requirements with accompanying explanations. Table  
(on page ) lists all outcome variables and their defini-
tions. The variables relating to the different acceleration 
programs measured the number of credit hours earned 
by each student undertaking the program. The number 
of hours earned depends on the subject and qualification, 
but it is usually three hours per qualification passed.

Table  (on page ) shows the numbers of students in 
the Florida State University data set and their participa-
tion in secondary school acceleration programs.

METHODOLOGY AND ANALYSIS

Initial analyses entailed an exploratory use of descriptive 
statistics in order to plot a number of distributions (e.g., 
FSU cumulative GPA, number of hours of credits earned 
in each acceleration program). However, descriptive data 
analysis takes no account of background factors that may 
have an impact on performance at FSU and participation in 
extra programs. To account for these, a series of multi-level 
regression models was undertaken to assess the impact of 
AICE (as well as AP and IB) on university performance and 
engagement. Multi-level modeling is a way of finding a line 
of regression through different groups, nests, or hierarchies 
of data. Multi-level models have been used in several pre-
dictive validity studies to take into account the hierarchical 
structure of educational assessment data (see, for example, 
Bell and Dexter 000; Shaw and Bailey 011a, 011b).

The models used for this study have three levels, with 
students nested in years (of matriculation), nested in high 
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Table 1. 
 Background Variables: Generic Data Requirements

Variable Explanation

Race
1 = white, 2 = black, 3 = Asian, 4 = Native American, 5 = Hispanic, 6 = unreported, 7 = Native Hawai-
ian/other Pacific Islander; 8 = Multi-Race/Ethnic for students who select more than one option

Gender M = male, F = female

High School GPA
The high school GPA is recalculated by FSU’s admissions staff according to core academic 
coursework in English, mathematics, natural science, social science, and foreign language. Col-
lege preparatory courses in those subject areas are considered on a 0 to 4.0 scale (F to A).

SAT Total Total SAT score

ACT Composite
ACT score (FSU encourages students to take both the SAT and the ACT and con-
siders the better test score when making admission decisions)

Matriculation Type
The type of student upon initial enrollment at Florida State, e.g., first-time freshman, 
early admission, graduate, dual-enrolled, Florida community/state college transfer

Matriculation Term The term of initial enrollment at FSU (same codes as last term enrolled)

Matriculation Year The year of initial enrollment at FSU (year of entry)

Last Year Enrolled The last recorded year in which the student took classes at FSU

Last Term Enrolled The last semester that a student took classes at FSU (e.g., spring, summer, fall)

FSU Cumulative GPA
The GPA earned on FSU coursework. (This standardized measure ranges 
between 0 and 4 and is recalculated for each student after each term.)

Student Hours — 
Total Degree

All hours including accelerated mechanism credit (dual enrollment, AP, IB, AICE), 
transfer credit, and credit earned at FSU within a given degree program

Type of Credit Exam program followed, e.g., Cambridge AICE, AP, IB, or no credit

Credit Hours Number of hours of credit earned for completion of a college course

Table 2. 
 Outcome Variables: For Use in Multi-Level Modeling

Variable Explanation

Directed Individual 
Studies (DIS)

DIS is a course for which students register. It does not count toward the FSU hon-
ors program though it does provide an opportunity for undergraduate students to con-
duct undergraduate research for credit under the guidance of a faculty mentor.

University Hon-
ors Program*

A general collection of honors classes and seminars

Honors in Major**

Students have to attend certain major-related classes and seminars in order to obtain the 
honors in the major distinction. Honors in the major also includes a research/creative project 
component culminating in an honors thesis which students must defend in order to gradu-
ate with the honors distinction. The program also supports the creative endeavors of stu-
dents in majors such as creative writing, dance, film, music, studio art, and theatre.

Study Abroad These are students who have studied abroad at one of FSU’s international study centers.

Retention Rates
These are derived from the last term enrolled and matriculation data. Stu-
dents with a last term enrolled prior to spring 2013 but without a gradu-
ation date are assumed to have left FSU before graduating.

 * “Students have the option of enrolling in honors-only courses and attending special topic seminars. By completing the honors 
program and/or honors in a major, students can earn an honors medallion at a special ceremony and also have their transcript 
denoted with their honors achievement. The honors in the major program was developed to encourage students to explore their 
major discipline in greater depth by completing a research or creative project. Upon successful completion and defence of the 
honors thesis, students graduate with honors” (<http://admissions.fsu.edu/publications/honors/HonorsBrochure2012.pdf>).

 ** It is possible for students to complete the university honors program and not pursue the honors in the major (and vice versa or both).
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schools. To fit the multi-level models, data based on the re-
cords of 0,1 students nested in six different matriculation 
years (007 through 01) nested in 1,9 schools were used.

An indicator of whether a student dropped out before 
graduating was calculated from the data; students with a 
last term enrolled prior to spring 01 but without a grad-
uation date were assumed to have left FSU before graduat-
ing. With a few exceptions, the university confirmed this 
assumption. Students may skip one semester without hav-
ing to re-enroll, so a few students with a last enrollment 
term of fall 01 returned in summer 01. These students 
were identified in the data and a correction was made. It 
should be noted that it was not possible to know students’ 
reasons for not completing their courses of study at FSU 
(some may have transferred elsewhere), but this measure 
nevertheless is likely to be a good proxy for dropping out.

A substantial number of students () had the same 
matriculation and last enrollment dates, suggesting that 
they only attended the university for one term. As such, 
their cumulative GPA may not be particularly reliable. 
(Further models, excluding these students, were run, but 
this had very little impact on the outcomes of the models, 
so the results are not presented here.)

FINDINGS

Six models were tested in response to the study’s three re-
search questions. Model 1 relates to the first research ques-
tion; Models  through  relate to the second research 
question; and Model  relates to the third research question.

!	Is there a relationship between participation 
in AICE and university performance?

Table  (on page ) presents the parameter estimates for 
each variable in Model 1 (performance at FSU). The esti-
mate column refers to the effect of the particular variable 
on the outcome measure. For continuous variables (e.g., 
SAT total, AICE hours), it is the change in the cumulative 
GPA associated with a one-unit increase in the variable in 
question. For categorical variables (e.g., race, gender), it 
is the impact of being in that particular category in com-
parison to the reference category. The reference category is 
indicated in the table by having no values in the estimate 
column. Thus, according to this model, the effect of be-
ing black rather than white is to reduce cumulative GPA by 
0. (on average).

These effects are only estimated and are subject to some 
error that is quantified by the standard error column. The 
final column in the table (Probability) indicates the level 
of statistical significance. Its value denotes the probability 
that the estimated effect could have occurred by chance. 
A value of less than 0.0 indicates statistical significance. 
In each of the tables that follows, statistically significant 
effects are highlighted in bold type.

There is a significant positive effect for the AICE hours 
variable, meaning that there is an association between the 
number of AICE credit hours earned and performance 
at FSU. However, the effect is very small (0.0087). This 
means that an increase of ten AICE credit hours is associ-
ated with an increase in FSU cumulative GPA of 0.087. In 
comparison, the effect of the AP hours variable was 0.01, 
meaning that an increase of ten AP credit hours is asso-
ciated with an increase in FSU cumulative GPA of 0.1. 
An increase of ten IB credit hours is associated with an 
increase in FSU cumulative GPA of 0.09.

A further model was run, including an interaction 
term for AICE and AP hours, in order to determine 
whether students who took a mix of these two programs 
performed any differently. However, the interaction term 
was not statistically significant. This was the case for all of 
the models tested.

Table 3. 
 Participation in Acceleration Program

Acceleration Program Number of 
Students

AICE only 148

AICE with AP 242

AP only 16,391

AP with IB 948

IB only 1,211

AICE + AICE with AP 390

AP + AP with AICE + AP with IB 17,581

IB + IB with AP 2,159

None 11,204

All 30,144
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@	Is there a relationship between participation 
in AICE and university engagement?

Model  assessed the probability of undertaking directed 
individual studies (DIS). (See Table , on page 7.) The 
coefficients in Tables  through 9 measure the increase in 
the log odds associated with being in a particular category 
(compared with the reference category) or associated with 
a unit increase in the variable (for continuous variables).

There was evidence of a statistically significant effect 
of AICE hours (p=0.0). The value of this coefficient 
(0.07) is difficult to interpret, but it is possible to 
convert this into probabilities of some ‘typical’ students’ 
undertaking DIS. By holding the remaining variables con-
stant, the effect of changing a specific variable can be ob-
served. Probabilities are based on the typical student: a 

white male matriculating in 007 with an SAT total score 
equal to the mean (11) for different amounts of AICE 
credit hours.

Thus, according to the model, a typical student with 
zero AICE credit hours had a predicted probability of un-
dertaking DIS of 0.0. This increased to a probability of 
0.078 for a student with 9 AICE credit hours, to 0.09 for 
a student with 18 AICE credit hours, and to 0.11 for a stu-
dent with 7 AICE credit hours.

Model  looks at the likelihood of undertaking the uni-
versity honors program. (Table , on page 8, presents the 
parameter estimates for all the variables in the model.) 
Again, the AICE hours variable was statistically significant 
(p=<0.0001). This effect was larger than in the previous 
model.

Table 4. 
 Parameter Estimates for Variables in Model 1 (University Performance)

Estimate Standard Error Probability

Intercept 2.364600 0.043560 <0.0001

SAT Total 0.000448 0.000037 <0.0001

Race

White

Black -0.230100 0.013200 <0.0001

Asian -0.078700 0.018240 <0.0001

Native American -0.034810 0.036040 0.3341

Hispanic -0.065420 0.009951 <0.0001

Non-Reported -0.049850 0.029400 0.0900

Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander -0.160500 0.087670 0.0672

Gender
M

F 0.243300 0.007003 <0.0001

Matriculation
Year

2007

2008 0.029880 0.012550 0.0173

2009 0.029150 0.011930 0.0146

2010 0.013330 0.012130 0.7170

2011 -0.008890 0.012080 0.4619

2012 0.043520 0.012300 0.0004

AICE Hours 0.008747 0.001770 <0.0001

AP Hours 0.015600 0.000472 <0.0001

IB Hours 0.005948 0.000586 <0.0001
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There was a stronger relationship between AICE hours 
and undertaking the university honors program than 
there was between AICE and directed individual study. 
However, the probability for a student with zero AICE 
hours was lower. According to the model, a typical stu-
dent with zero AICE credit hours had a predicted prob-
ability of undertaking the university honors program of 
0.00. This increased to 0.07 for a student with 9 AICE 
credit hours, 0.11 for a student with 18 AICE credit hours, 
and 0.170 for a student with 7 AICE credit hours.

Model  evaluates the likelihood of undertaking hon-
ors in the major. This model had difficulty converging, 
probably because of the very small numbers of students in 
this program. However, it was possible to get the model 
to converge by removing the multi-level structure. Table 7 

(on page 8) presents the parameter estimates. Note that 
neither gender nor race was a significant effect, so the final 
model excluded these variables.

The AICE hours parameter estimate was very small and 
was non-significant, meaning that there was no evidence of 
a relationship between the number of AICE hours and the 
likelihood of undertaking honors in the major. Of the three 
acceleration programs, only AP showed a significant effect.

Model  considered the likelihood of studying abroad. 
Table 8 (on page 0) presents the parameter estimates for 
this model. There was no statistically significant associa-
tion between AICE hours and studying abroad. Indeed, of 
all the acceleration programs, only AP had a statistically 
significant effect, and this was small.

Table 5. 
 Parameter Estimates for Variables in Model 2 (Directed Individual Studies)

Estimate Standard Error Probability

Intercept -4.374500 0.274600 <0.0001

SAT Total 0.001943 0.000232 <0.0001

Race

White

Black 0.109200 0.084760 0.1977

Asian 0.350000 0.101400 0.0006

Native American 0.408900 0.210000 0.0515

Hispanic 0.002639 0.062230 0.9662

Non-Reported 0.494100 0.156300 0.0016

Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander -0.735700 0.748600 0.3257

Gender
M

F 0.479600 0.045000 <0.0001

Matriculation
Year

2007

2008 -0.195900 0.061120 0.0014

2009 -0.556900 0.061350 <0.0001

2010 -1.299800 0.072890 <0.0001

2011 -2.347100 0.097600 <0.0001

2012 -3.032500 0.130200 <0.0001

AICE Hours 0.022570 0.010110 0.0256

AP Hours 0.039750 0.002641 <0.0001

IB Hours 0.019140 0.002906 <0.0001
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Table 6. 
 Parameter Estimates for Variables in Model 3 (University Honors Program)

Estimate Standard Error Probability

Intercept -13.077300 0.281400 <0.0001

SAT Total 0.008382 0.000234 <0.0001

Race

White

Black -0.183600 0.097860 0.0606

Asian -0.041660 0.102600 0.6847

Native American 0.222100 0.198300 0.2627

Hispanic -0.146600 0.059830 0.0143

Non-Reported -0.308200 0.165300 0.0623

Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander -0.399700 0.592500 0.4990

Gender
M

F 0.784900 0.042460 <0.0001

Matriculation
Year

2007

2008 0.151100 0.079140 0.0564

2009 0.366900 0.073890 <0.0001

2010 -0.125400 0.075600 0.0974

2011 -0.457800 0.079540 <0.0001

2012 -0.378900 0.079580 <0.0001

AICE Hours 0.050280 0.008187 <0.0001

AP Hours 0.063400 0.002324 <0.0001

IB Hours 0.034710 0.002795 <0.0001

Table 7. 
 Parameter Estimates for Variables in Model 4 (Honors in the Major)

Estimate Standard Error Probability

Intercept -11.187300 0.797100 <0.0001

SAT Total 0.004401 0.000652 <0.0001

Matriculation
Year

2007

2008 1.467900 0.252400 <0.0001

2009 1.578100 0.245100 <0.0001

2010 0.862600 0.262100 0.0010

2011 -1.416100 0.441900 0.0014

2012 -3.289200 1.025800 0.0013

AICE hours -0.007890 0.033890 0.8160

AP hours 0.044980 0.005969 <0.0001

IB hours 0.010390 0.007235 0.1511
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#	Is there a relationship between 
participation in AICE and retention rate?

Model  considered the probability of students’ dropping 
out before graduating. Table 9 (on page 1) presents the 
parameter estimates for the variables in this model.

The AICE hours parameter was statistically significant 
(p=0.00). Its value is negative, indicating a lower proba-
bility of dropping out for a student with more AICE credit 
hours. Figure 1 presents the probability of a typical candi-
date (as defined above) dropping out for different values 
of the AICE credit hours 
variable.

According to the 
model, a typical student 
with zero AICE credit 
hours had a predicted 
probability of dropping 
out of 0.0. This de-
creased to 0.1 for a stu-
dent with 9 AICE credit 
hours, to 0.11 for a stu-
dent with 18 AICE credit 
hours, and to 0.08 for 
a student with 7 AICE 
credit hours.

Figure  shows the es-
timated probability for 
each determinant of suc-
cess for different numbers 
of credit hours across the 
three acceleration pro-
grams (for those models 
for which the numbers of 
credit hours earned were 
statistically significant). 
Model 1 is not included 
in this analysis because 
the regression coefficients 
in Table  do not measure 
increases in log odds. For 
Models  and , the AICE 
and IB hours parameter 
estimate was non-sig-
nificant, suggesting no 
evidence of a relationship 

between the number of AICE hours earned and the likeli-
hood of undertaking honors in the major or study abroad.

For students taking part in each of the three programs, 
the probability of undertaking directed individual studies 
(including credit-bearing undergraduate research) and of 
participating in the university honors program increases 
as the number of credit hours earned increases. The prob-
ability of such students’ dropping out of college decreases 
as the number of credit hours earned across the three pro-
grams increases. Retention rates for AP and AICE students 

 l FIGURE 1. Model Probability of a Typical Student Dropping Out  
for Different Numbers of AICE Hours
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 l FIGURE 2. Impact of Acceleration Programs on University Outcomes
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are virtually identical whereas IB students have a greater 
risk of dropping out, irrespective of the number of credit 
hours earned. Students who had not participated in an 
acceleration program in high school were most likely to 
drop out of FSU. Descriptive statistics do not account for 
background factors, but descriptive analyses revealed that 
students who had taken AP courses blended with AICE or 
IB were the least likely to drop out of FSU. However, of 
those students who had taken only AP, AICE, or IB, AICE 
students were the least likely to discontinue their postsec-
ondary studies.

DISCUSSION

This study afforded an opportunity to test whether, after 
accounting for attainment at the end of high school (as 

measured by total SAT score) and other background vari-
ables (such as gender and race), students who participate 
in AICE, AP, or IB acceleration programs:

 W achieve a significantly higher FSU cumulative GPA than 
those who do not;

 W increase their probability of undertaking study abroad; 
directed individual supervised studies; undergraduate 
research; and honors in a major; and

 W decrease their likelihood of dropping out of college in 
accordance with increasing numbers of credit hours 
earned.

Main Messages

As with the Phase 1 study (Shaw and Bailey 011a), findings 
indicate that participation in an acceleration program re-

Table 8. 
 Parameter Estimates for Variables in Model 5 (Study Abroad)

Estimate Standard Error Probability

Intercept -6.432800 0.505900 <0.0001

SAT Total 0.001903 0.000422 <0.0001

Race

White

Black -1.171200 0.239400 <0.0001

Asian -0.550000 0.257700 0.0328

Native American 0.164800 0.365700 0.6522

Hispanic 0.017540 0.106300 0.9868

Non-Reported 0.097000 0.289600 0.7377

Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander 0.517400 0.735800 0.4819

Gender
M

F 0.962000 0.089760 <0.0001

Matriculation
Year

2007

2008 0.329000 0.124900 0.0085

2009 0.073550 0.125200 0.5579

2010 0.028910 0.127800 0.8211

2011 -0.284200 0.135700 0.0364

2012 -1.270300 0.184700 <0.0001

AICE Hours -0.006660 0.019830 0.7371

AP Hours 0.011370 0.004869 0.0196

IB Hours 0.003200 0.005951 0.5910
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sults in, on average, a higher university cumulative GPA than 
does non-participation. Specific findings are as follows:
1.	Is there a relationship between participation in AICE 

and university performance?
 ▶ The number of credit hours earned improves univer-
sity performance for each of the three acceleration 
programs, with the most gain shown by students 
who participate in AP and the least gain shown by 
those who participate in IB.

2.	Is there a relationship between participation in AICE 
and university engagement?

 ▶ The probability of undertaking directed individ-
ual studies increases as the number of credit hours 

earned through each of the three acceleration pro-
grams increases.
 ▶ The likelihood of enrolling in the university honors 
program increases as the number of credit hours 
earned through each of the three acceleration pro-
grams increases.
 ▶ The effect of increased numbers of earned credit 
hours on the probability of a student’s enrollment in 
directed individual studies is greater, on average, for 
AICE than for IB.
 ▶ The effect of increased numbers of earned credit 
hours on the probability of a student’s enrollment in 
the university honors program is greater, on average, 
for AICE than for IB.

Table 9. 
 Parameter Estimates for Variables in Model 6 (Retention Rate)

Estimate Standard Error Probability

Intercept -1.639000 0.224400 <0.0001

SAT Total 0.000507 0.000191 0.0082

Race

White

Black -0.081900 0.069120 0.2361

Asian 0.163800 0.092780 0.0775

Native American 0.128100 0.185800 0.4905

Hispanic 0.186100 0.050070 0.0002

Non-Reported -0.048950 0.160800 0.7608

Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander -0.063230 0.483200 0.8959

Gender
M

F -0.207500 0.036460 <0.0001

Matriculation
Year

2007

2008 -0.052880 0.055560 0.3413

2009 -0.306900 0.054750 <0.0001

2010 -0.447200 0.057420 <0.0001

2011 -0.755500 0.061370 <0.0001

2012 -2.175900 0.099090 <0.0001

AICE Hours -0.039150 0.013400 0.0035

AP Hours -0.039180 0.002955 <0.0001

IB Hours -0.018880 0.003227 <0.0001
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 ▶ With the exception of credit hours earned through 
enrollment in AP courses, the number of credit hours 
earned does not appear to affect the likelihood of a 
student enrolling in honors in the major or studying 
abroad.

3.	Is there a relationship between participation in AICE 
and retention rate?

 ▶ The likelihood that a student will drop out of college 
decreases as the number of credit hours earned through 
each of the three acceleration programs increases.
 ▶ AP and AICE students who earned the same number 
of credit hours are equally likely to continue their 
postsecondary studies whereas IB students who 
earned the same number of credit hours are more 
likely to discontinue their studies.

These findings suggest that the Cambridge acceleration 
program is a credible alternative to other more established 
acceleration programs in the United States in that it pre-
pares students for a level of success in postsecondary edu-
cation as measured by cumulative GPA as well as positive 
outcomes on a range of university performance indicators.

Sample Size Considerations

The three-level study was based on the academic records 
of more than 0,000 students nested in six matriculation 
years and from nearly ,000 schools. Snijders (00) ar-
gues that the sample size at the highest level of a multi-
level model is the main limiting characteristic of the 
design (p. ). The level-one sample size in this study is 
0,1. Snijders (00) also implies that the average clus-
ter sizes are not particularly important for the power of a 
test (p. ). He also suggests that for testing fixed regression 
coefficients (the focus of the analysis undertaken here), 
small cluster sizes are not problematic.

It should be noted that the number of students partici-
pating in AICE is low relative to the number participating 
in AP, but the numbers are large enough to allow for mod-
eling with confidence in the robustness of the outcomes.

Choice of University Success Measure

More a challenge than a limitation is the choice of univer-
sity success measure. For example, a number of other dif-
ferent university outcome measures could be investigated:

 W number of courses passed/number of courses in 
which students excelled;

 W GPA in certain courses, e.g., science/mathematics ver-
sus humanities courses;

 W university enrollment status (as of the second fall af-
ter high school graduation);

 W re-enrollment in a second year at the same institu-
tion (Allen, Robbins, Casillas and Oh, 008);

 W non-cognitive activities, e.g., greater propensity to 
participate in a non-curricular activity (Bowen, Ch-
ingos and McPherson 009; Camara 00);

 W psychological and social factors, e.g., peer relation-
ships, personal fitness (physical and emotional), 
self-discipline, the ability to manage study and social 
time effectively (Harmston 00, Purcell and Clark 
00, Tinto 1987);

 W institutional factors, e.g., demographic features, geo-
graphic location, proximity to home, student finan-
cial support (Hamrick, Schuh and Shelley 00); or

 W socioeconomic status, e.g., parental income, family 
education (Baum and McPherson 008, Geiser and 
Santelices 00, Sadler 010).

Time to degree completion is also cited as a measure of 
postsecondary success and can be influenced by cognitive 
as well as non-cognitive factors. Collecting data on aver-
age time to degree completion was considered as a variable 
in this study but was abandoned given the disincentive at 
FSU to graduate early. The state of Florida awards the Flor-
ida Bright Futures Scholarship to students who do well in 
high school, and virtually all students who attend FSU re-
ceive this award. The scholarship is awarded for 10 credit 
hours and is not reduced by the number of accelerated 
credits that a student earns in high school. For example, 
if a student enrolls at FSU having already earned 0 hours 
of credit from accelerated programs, his scholarship will 
still cover 10 credit hours of study at FSU. This creates a 
disincentive to graduate early.

Ultimately, the choice of performance measure and the 
extent and scale of the research must account for a num-
ber of practical matters, such as access to participants (in 
this case, provided by FSU’s Office of Admissions and Re-
cords staff ) and data (particularly the feasibility of data 
retrieval); the interests of stakeholders; time, personnel, 
and financial resources, including available research ex-
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pertise; and the need to minimize any disruption of pro-
grams and participants.

Controlling for Selection Bias

A common challenge in studies of this type is control-
ling for selection bias. Students opting to participate in 
an acceleration program typically attend better-resourced 
schools, are taught by more experienced teachers, and live 
in socioeconomically advantaged communities. The selec-
tion of a particular educational program is not necessarily 
random, and it is not altogether obvious what determines 
the choice of a specific acceleration mechanism. Shaw and 
Bailey (011a) ask, “Is choice of educational program influ-
enced by type of high school, extrinsic and intrinsic motiva-
tional aspects, institutional ethos, affective characteristics, 
parental status, socioeconomic constraints? Why do some 
students choose not to avail themselves of an acceleration 
programme” (p. 1)? More research needs to be undertaken 
in order to enlarge our understanding of why students 
choose to participate in a high school acceleration program.

Participation and Success: An Issue of Causality?

An issue that cannot be overlooked in studies of this kind 
relates to whether causal links actually exist between par-
ticipation in an acceleration program and later academic 
success (Dougherty, Mellor and Jian 00; Hargrove, 
Godin and Dodd 008; Klopfenstein and Thomas 00; 
Paek et al. 00). Students are attracted to acceleration 
programs for a host of reasons. Quite apart from the ap-
peal of earning college credit without having to pay college 
tuition to do so (MacVicar 1988), students who undertake 
an acceleration program are invariably a self-selecting 
group of highly motivated, able individuals (Breland et al. 
00; Dougherty, Mellor and Jian 00).

In the models undertaken in this study, the only vari-
able representing the effect of acceleration programs was 
the number of credit hours earned. This assumes that there 
is no effect of participation in the acceleration programs 
per se, regardless of the number of credit hours earned. A 
number of further models were run to investigate whether 
there is a separate effect of participation. Each model un-
dertaken above was reproduced, adding in binary vari-
ables indicating participation or non-participation in 
each program. For all but one of the models, there was 
no significant effect of AICE participation over and above 

the number of credit hours earned. The one significant 
(though small) effect was on model , which predicted the 
probability of enrolling in the university honors program.

The issues around causality are multi-form and com-
plex and require further investigation.

FUTURE WORK

This study, together with the freshman GPA data modeling 
work reported in Phase 1 (Shaw and Bailey 011a), sug-
gests an empirical approach for future research:

 W year-one performance measured by end-of-first-
year-of-college GPA;

 W number of degree completers/time to degree com-
pletion;

 W investigation of determinants of students’ success 
throughout the course of their university program.

It is hoped that this approach will serve as a template 
for other universities in Florida where significant numbers 
of former Cambridge students are known to be studying.

An extension of the research will involve eliciting data 
from a range of stakeholders, including undergraduate 
and postgraduate students, faculty, and university admis-
sions staff.

Perceptual questionnaires and face-to-face interview 
techniques will be designed to elicit information about 
the Cambridge acceleration program in relation to:

 W the perceptions of faculty members and their stu-
dents;

 W the attitudes and experiences of postsecondary ad-
ministrators; and

 W the wider impact of the Cambridge program in the 
United States and its effects on other administrative 
and academic systems.
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Be a Pine Tar Registrar
By Richard Morrell

Early in my career as a registrar, my mentor, Charles E. 
Selden, then registrar of the University for Northern 
Colorado, cautioned me to never succumb to the dreaded 
‘registrar’s disease’ that he called ‘a rule is a rule is a rule.’ 
Having seen me be hard-nosed with a student regarding 
a rule, he explained that the disease paralyzes the regis-
trar’s effectiveness and can put him in a kind of quaran-
tine such that no one at the university wants to associate 
with him. The disease is communicable: many who work 
in proximity to the registrar can catch it and come to dem-
onstrate all the symptoms exhibited by the original carrier.

Registrars make exceptions to rules almost every day 
they are at work. The truly great men and women in our 
profession are perhaps best defined by their ability to make 
wise and timely exceptions to any particular rule.  Make 
too many exceptions and you risk losing the confidence 
of those who make the rules.  Make too few exceptions 
and you risk being stereotyped as inflexible and tyranni-
cal. Make exceptions without consistency and risk being 
viewed as Machiavellian.

THE PINE TAR INCIDENT

Summer 01 marked the 0th anniversary of an event that 
should be noted by all registrars, regardless of whether 

they are baseball fans.  The incident deals substantially 
with the issue of rules and their exceptions.

On July , 198, George Brett of the Kansas City Roy-
als hit a home run that was invalidated by Rule 1.10 (b). The 
rule states that no foreign substance can be applied and 
extend more than eighteen inches from the bottom of the 
bat. It was then (and is common now) for batters to ap-
ply pine tar to the handle or lower portion of a baseball 
bat. Pine tar helps the batter grip the bat more tightly than 
would be possible otherwise. Rule 1.10 (b) was written to 
protect the very players who use the pine tar. The logic was 
that if the pine tar extended well above the handle of the 
bat onto the barrel—the area that normally makes contact 
with the ball—it would sully the ball.  A ball with pine 
tar on it would be unbalanced and also would result in 
the pitcher having a better grip on the ball. Given those 
two advantages, the pitcher would throw better pitches—
pitches that would be harder to hit. Note that the rule was 
developed to help the batter, not the pitcher.

On July , George Brett hit a home run that gave Kan-
sas City the lead in a game against the storied New York 
Yankees. Just as Brett stepped on home plate, the Yankees’ 
manager protested the home run on the grounds that the 
bat was illegal because it had pine tar beyond the allowable 
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eighteen inches. The home plate umpire, George McClel-
land, laid Brett’s bat across the seventeen-inch-wide home 
plate and determined that the bat was illegal; he called 
Brett “out” and negated the home run. McClelland’s call 
was unequivocally ‘by the book.’

The Kansas City Royals’ representatives appealed Mc-
Clelland’s ruling.  A few days later, the president of the 
American League announced that he was reversing the 
ruling and allowing the home run to stand; the rest of the 
game would be replayed at a later date. His premise was 
that the ‘spirit’ rather than the ‘letter’ of the rule should be 
honored. He explained that the rule had been written to 
protect the batter, not the pitcher, and he reasoned that in 
this instance, the batter had garnered no advantage by the 
pine tar’s extending beyond the allowable eighteen inches.

What does this have to do with the work of the reg-
istrar?  Plenty. Registrars are in a unique position: They 
are regularly called upon to decide whether and when to 
make exceptions in a variety of circumstances involving 
both written and unwritten rules. It is incumbent upon us 

to see the wisdom in the ruling issued 0 years ago by the 
president of the American League: He chose to follow the 
spirit rather than the letter of the rule.

Articulating some particular processes should help us 
understand the registrar’s role in making exceptions.

GUIDING PRINCIPLES

Understand the Rules

It is vitally important to know the rules of our institu-
tions. Many are written or otherwise codified. Many more 
are likely to be long-standing practices with no written 
rules.  Regardless, the registrar must know the rule and 
how it has been developed and applied.

When a student or other community member asks a 
registrar to make an exception, it is incumbent upon the 
registrar to become familiar with the rule (if she is not 
already). She needs to know why it was codified or oth-
erwise placed into practice, regardless of whether it is writ-
ten or unwritten.
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Early in my career, I was charged with the task of making 
exceptions to graduation requirements. The minimum re-
quirement for a degree was stated in our university catalog 
as 1 credit hours. A student requested that I waive the re-
quirement because he had been misadvised; in my opinion, 
it was a clear case of university—not student—error. Fortu-
nately, I asked my superior for advice before issuing a deci-
sion. He informed me that to his knowledge, the university 
had never allowed an undergraduate to graduate with fewer 
than 1 credit hours. To allow this particular student to 
do so would not serve the student or the institution well.

At that institution, making exceptions to graduation re-
quirements was an accepted practice, although no written 
policy governed it. Further, there was an understanding 
(again, not written anywhere) that no one could graduate 
having completed fewer than 1 hours. Fortunately, I was 
able to grasp the essence of the unwritten rule and to un-
derstand the spirit underlying it. I denied the request. The 
clear mandate of the registrar is to know his institution’s 
written and unwritten rules.

Understand the Intent

It is not good enough to simply understand the rules as 
they are written.  Intent underlies every rule.  Registrars 
must understand the intent of rules if they are to make 
wise decisions regarding the granting of exceptions.

At another time, a student asked to delay his gradu-
ation term by a semester and to be exempted from the 
requirement that he be continuously enrolled until the 
graduation date. He explained that his wife was gradu-
ating the next semester and that he wanted to be able to 
invite both his and his wife’s families to the same gradu-
ation ceremony because many would be traveling a great 
distance and could not make the trip twice.

The intent behind the continuous enrollment rule was 
to encourage and help students to remain on track for 
timely progress toward their degree. In this student’s situ-
ation, the intent of the rule was simply not applicable. I 
granted the exception, and both the student and the insti-
tution benefited.

Understand When an Exception Can Be Made

Often, a rule cannot be appealed—and there may be good 
reason for it. For example, students typically are permitted 
to choose only during the first part of the semester whether 

to take a course pass/fail or for a grade. Making an exception 
to that rule during finals week clearly should not be allowed.

Understand Who is Permitted 
to Make the Exception

In the pine tar incident, the umpire made the call at home 
plate. Coaches and players argued the call, but the call 
stood—as was the tradition. That is, the call stood un-
til the president of the American League reversed it.  In 
the 01 World Series, an umpire’s call was reversed on 
the field. That was not the unwritten rule then, but it is 
now. The point is this: know who can issue exceptions and 
who can override them, and understand that previous as-
sumptions may not stand indefinitely.

Often, institutional entities share responsibilities. In 
such situations, there are rules (unwritten, more often 
than not) concerning who is and who is not allowed to 
make exceptions. For example, I currently work at an in-
stitution where exceptions to tuition and fees rules are 
handled by the registrar’s office for undergraduates and by 
the graduate school for graduate students. Interestingly, 
no written rules govern this process. It is simply a long–
standing practice: it has been done that way for as long 
as anyone can remember. The better you understand the 
unwritten rules, the more effective you will be for your in-
stitution. Another sage piece of advice is to codify as many 
of the unwritten rules as you possibly can.

Make the Decision by Following 
the Spirit of the Rule

I would add just one detail: Make the decision with wis-
dom and confidence, but most important, make it in a 
timely manner. Do not fall prey to that other dread dis-
ease, analysis paralysis. We’ll consider that another day.

Be a ‘pine tar’ registrar!
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By Jerry Ross, Lesley Cottrell, and Melanie Stimeling

Creating Traditions of Collaboration

Registrars have a special, evolving relationship with the 
curriculum. We often are the ones who enforce curricu-
lum rules and certify students for graduation. Curriculum 
is the core of higher education. It is how we organize our 
universities so that faculty can teach and students can 
learn. We organize our universities around curriculum and 
divide ourselves into colleges, schools, and departments 
that often have certain traits in common. From a practical 
standpoint, completing a prescribed curriculum is how we 
determine whether a student has earned a designated de-
gree. In addition, institutions, state agencies, and accredit-
ing bodies use our curriculum to assess our effectiveness. 
Quite simply, curriculum is not just what we teach: It is a 
way to provide order to our work.

The roots of curricular change at an institution of 
higher education are various. Of course (and rightfully 
so), the faculty have responsibility for the curriculum and 
must act on changes. Yet changes in technology and pro-
cess can inspire holistic review of a university’s curriculum 
both from a macro level (i.e., core requirements) and a mi-
cro level (i.e., major and minor requirements). Registrar’s 
offices can play a variety of roles in curriculum. At many 
institutions, the registrar’s office certifies students for de-
gree clearance and so interacts with curriculum “where the 
rubber meets the road.” Further, we work with faculty to 

develop an approved curriculum into something that stu-
dents (including prospective students) can understand in 
terms of degree requirements. Staff from registrar’s offices 
thus have a role in curriculum development and frequently 
sit as ex officio members of curriculum committees (or at 
least provide feedback to such committees). Last, through 
regular meetings with faculty and administration, we 
work with all stakeholders on curriculum issues from a 
strategic and technological standpoint.

Over the course of just a few years, West Virginia Univer-
sity (WVU) revamped its technology, process, and policies 
related to curriculum. With the creation of an Office of the 
University Registrar (OUR) in 009, there was a unique op-
portunity—and mandate— for change. The OUR quickly 
launched several projects that had an impact on curricu-
lum. Even in that short period of time, the nature and mag-
nitude of the OUR and faculty collaboration evolved.

Our approach to working with faculty to develop and 
implement curricular-based initiatives transformed into 
one that was mutually beneficial. Our most recent col-
laboration, the focus of this article, was informed by ear-
lier collaborations when we were less strategic. We had 
implemented in the recent past both a degree audit and a 
catalog management system. Although both projects were 
successful, each had challenges that influenced our revised 
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process. In the earlier implementations, our process was 
much more self-contained in that we managed on the ba-
sis of ad hoc feedback from relevant constituencies.

Even though we had received important feedback 
along the way, both earlier projects had been hampered by 
our not having formalized opportunities to interact with 
the people who would use the systems on a regular ba-
sis. As a result, we made some strategic changes when we 
embarked on our most recent project. An active steering 
committee greatly improved the process and helped guide 
the project. We also made better use of pilot groups than 
we had in the implementation of the degree audit system.

The purpose of this article is to highlight the OUR-fac-
ulty collaboration that improved WVU’s course develop-
ment, approval, and implementation process. This joint 
effort resulted in a new way to approach projects at WVU 
and has created new opportunities for collaboration. It has 
allowed the registrar’s office to be a stronger voice on cam-
pus as faculty members considering course and curricular 
issues now perceive it as a valuable resource. The OUR has 
gained a needed partner and resource in faculty as it works 
with them toward curricular improvements. Examination 
of our past project history and our new approach has in-
spired a successful model for collaboration that we trust 
will continue to support strong initiatives in the future.

PREVIOUS PROJECT HISTORY

In 011–1, the OUR implemented an electronic catalog 
management system (CMS). The university purchased and 
implemented a CMS supported by a known vendor for 
three catalogs during the 011–1 academic year. During 
the implementation phase, OUR staff worked with part-
ners in academic colleges and departments. This system 
significantly altered how we revised and updated our 
catalogs as well as how we presented the documents to 
the public. The system enabled us to utilize an electronic 
workflow rather than exchanging word-processing files in 
order to update the catalogs. Simply put, we focused less 
on the process and more on the content. Faculty quickly 
noted the value of the new system’s ability to provide data 
that could be used to better understand course utilization 
and patterns over time.

This broader orientation to the curriculum inventory 
inspired questions about how to obtain similar results 
in other areas of the process. For example, later in the 

011–1 academic year, Faculty senate leadership sought 
the assistance of the OUR in streamlining the course ap-
proval process. Historically, the process at WVU had been 
paper based and required approvals at multiple levels. As 
a result, it took a significant amount of time, requiring, on 
average, more than six months for a course to be approved. 
Not only would the new initiative enhance course offer-
ings and strengthen the curriculum as a whole, but it also 
would increase the efficiency with which courses were re-
viewed and approved. (The university had attempted pre-
viously—though unsuccessfully—to create an in-house 
system.) The OUR had experience with the CMS vendor 
and identified a potential solution.

THE COLLABORATIVE APPROACH

We did not believe that a traditional project management 
model would prove effective. This was largely because of 
the different constituencies involved in the curriculum 
development process as well as the lessons learned from 
previous efforts to develop an electronic system. As we 
reflected on our experience implementing the electronic 
degree audit and CMS, we identified opportunities to in-
corporate users of the course approval process into the 
development and implementation procedures. We hoped 
that doing so would increase ownership and involvement 
by those most directly affected.

After demonstrating the Course Inventory Manage-
ment (CIM) software to the faculty senate leadership, 
we purchased the software. The OUR and faculty hoped 
it would better align the course approval and curriculum 
process with the academic catalogs and the degree audit 
system. It also might automate existing approval processes 
and increase efficiency.

A collaborative model was used to implement the CIM 
system. Demonstrations were held for faculty leadership, 
administration, and other representatives who were inte-
gral to the curriculum review process. A steering commit-
tee representing all stakeholders in the process—including 
each college/school, governance groups, and administra-
tion—was developed. The steering committee was charged 
with outlining the best practice for implementing the sys-
tem, identifying key individuals who should be involved 
in the process, and communicating system strengths and 
weaknesses once it was tailored to university procedures. 
This collaborative model engendered a mutual sense of 
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ownership, which proved to be key in the implementation 
phases.

For our work to be effective, our conversations had to 
be intentional and highly collaborative. Implementing a 
technological solution to course and curriculum proposals 
and changes requires extensive conversations that are not 
typical of everyday work. Asking good questions proved 
an early and essential part of these conversations. As we 
began examining current practices, it quickly became ap-
parent that while OUR representatives understood the ap-
proval process, they were not as involved in the process 
as were the faculty. This helped OUR staff to identify ob-
jective questions about the process. OUR staff also were 
knowledgeable about how other institutions managed the 
process and thus were able to help evaluate the effective-
ness of the process at WVU; to identify areas where exist-
ing procedures were inadequate; and to work with faculty 
members to offer new solutions and establish a new pro-
cess. Faculty members who were highly engaged in the 
existing system were able to explain which elements were 
essential and needed to be maintained.

As mentioned above, the steering committee was 
crucial to the implementation and success of the effort. 
Several members—such as faculty senate leadership and 
associate provosts—were appointed on the basis of their 
functional responsibilities. We also asked the dean of each 
college and school to appoint a representative. In order to 
ensure a diverse group, we planned to review the member-
ship once the names were put forth and to make any ad-
justments that seemed necessary. In fact, we didn’t need to 
make any adjustments. The diverse voices of the associate 
deans, faculty, program directors, and administrative staff 
who served on the committee provided very different per-
spectives at each meeting.

The steering committee met two or three times per se-
mester during the implementation—often enough to be 
valuable but not so often as to burden the membership. 
Each meeting featured an update on progress since the 
last meeting, discussion, and decision making. A regis-
trar’s office staff member facilitated each discussion, but 
we also allowed the discussion to help guide us. Steering 
committee members quickly became our ambassadors in 
the respective colleges and schools. For example, in order 
to launch the new system, we needed to determine which 
individuals in each department and college would have a 

role in the approval process. Steering committee represen-
tatives were empowered to aid in the collection of infor-
mation used to determine the workflow. They also helped 
us identify pilot groups when we moved to that phase of 
the implementation.

IMPLEMENTATION

The CIM system was implemented in two phases: Phase 
I (01–1) involved the establishment of procedures for 
course adds/changes/deactivations; Phase II (01–1) 
addressed procedures related to significant curriculum 
changes. The success of the workflow process was a key as-
pect of the system. Appropriate signature designees change 
frequently within and between academic years, making 
this one of the most problematic and fluid needs related 
to the efficiency goal. Members of the steering committee 
and individual units provided lists of names of individuals 
who would need to sign off on a course and encouraged 
their units to complete this task if it was delayed.

In January 01, three colleges tested the system by of-
fering a series of courses that required approval. (Steering 
committee members had helped select these colleges on 
the basis of their knowledge of pending course and pro-
gram changes.) The first course was approved in March 
01. Faculty and staff who were involved in the approval 
process identified areas for improvement; these were dis-
cussed as a group and were resolved with assistance from 
the vendor. Finally, the system and modified procedures 
were implemented campus-wide in May 01.

In fall 01, development work of Phase II began. Estab-
lishing the system for approving curriculum changes had 
its own unique challenges, but our collaborative approach 
again proved effective. Having become accustomed to 
the OUR and faculty collaboration, our approach became 
more fluid. For example, naming a formal steering com-
mittee did not prove necessary; instead, the OUR con-
tinued to facilitate creation of the system and work with 
the vendor. Faculty and other administrators were called 
upon as needed to answer questions about current prac-
tices, to confirm processes, and to evaluate the system as it 
developed. This was possible because of the strong founda-
tion of collaboration that had been built during the devel-
opment of CIM and because the relationship between the 
OUR and faculty continue to strengthen as we maintain 
the CIM system.
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MUTUAL BENEFITS
Processes and procedures related to our courses and cur-
riculum have been strengthened. All parties have had to 
review what the curriculum actually is—not just what we 
thought it was. Given this more nuanced knowledge of the 
curriculum, we were able to document policy, processes, 
and procedures that previously had been incomplete or 
elusive. Changes to curriculum now are documented 
clearly, thus providing faculty, students, and administrators 
alike with access to the curricular knowledge they need to 
conduct university business. Furthermore, we have docu-
mented these practices in a way that ensures their stability 
in the future. Shared resources, potential course conflicts, 
and greater efficiency within the approval process have al-
ready been noted in the early implementation phase.

Some benefits extend well beyond the system’s func-
tional aspects. For the first time, the course approval pro-
cess is transparent and available for all faculty to review. 
Faculty members can emulate successful models as they 
begin their course proposals, allowing not only for a more 
effective process but also for creation of a stronger curricu-
lum. The new system also provides faculty with a means to 
communicate about courses across unit lines and approval 
levels. This helps sustain the collaborative approach to 
curriculum. Faculty and administrators alike are now able 
to easily navigate the process, with the result that they can 
devote their energy to developing the curriculum rather 
than to determining what steps to take.

The biggest change was in philosophy: Now, the Of-
fice of the University Registrar is a resource and a partner 
with faculty on issues related to curriculum. Roles and re-
sponsibilities of faculty and administrators are better un-
derstood. Faculty members still hold primary ownership 
of and responsibility for the curriculum, but they now 
appreciate the perspective and support that individuals 
in the OUR can provide. We frequently work with depart-
ments before curriculum changes are introduced, and the 
dialogue has helped all parties. By being a part of the dis-
cussions earlier in the process, we are able to help the gov-
ernance groups ensure that what they want to accomplish 
can be managed successfully from a system perspective.

This new philosophy also has potential for high-level 
collaborations with faculty in the future. For example, 
these systems provide course and curriculum data that 
were not previously available; OUR and faculty can use 

this information to inform their collaboration on other 
projects and scholarly work. They can partner as equals 
to consider new curriculum advances. Collaborations can 
begin from a point of shared understanding and apprecia-
tion of what each partner can lend to the project at hand.

KEY FACTORS OF SUCCESS

OUR-faculty collaborations at West Virginia University 
have been cultivated for a comparatively brief period but 
have proven mutually beneficial. Initial experiences have 
served to develop approaches that have strengthened the 
OUR-faculty relationship and identified the OUR as an 
equal partner in curriculum development and mainte-
nance. Our ability to reflect on previous attempts at col-
laboration and process change was essential as it helped 
us understand past successes and failures and identify pos-
sibilities for addressing future challenges.

Involving the right group of people is key. Establish-
ing a broad yet targeted steering committee and series of 
pilot groups was essential to the development and plan-
ning phases. Convening a diverse group of campus repre-
sentatives ensured that the entire community was actively 
involved in the project and also helped increase the com-
mitment to successfully completing the project. More 
important, we increased ownership of and stakeholder 
responsibility for the project. This will be integral to the 
sustainability of curriculum-related initiatives.

The elements of a true collaboration had to be created 
and nurtured. We had to possess a shared vision and com-
mitment to improvement. We had to understand and 
appreciate different roles and perspectives related to cur-
riculum change. Information, concerns, and optimism 
had to be shared openly, and we had to ensure that all 
stakeholders were heard. We had to be critical and then 
work together to find solutions to challenges.

We also had to acknowledge that even our best efforts as 
a steering committee could not create a system that could 
anticipate every possible challenge. The pilot groups pro-
vided objective opportunities for various schools to test 
the initiative at the department, school, and higher lev-
els. Select pilot groups represented large and more com-
plex colleges. We worked together to improve the system. 
Once this phase was completed, the steering committee, 
the OUR, and faculty at large had evidence that the ini-
tiative would be effective in other areas of the university; 
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others joined us as they witnessed the success and respon-
siveness of the new system.

CONCLUSION

Many may consider our experience unique—particularly 
at a university that had not had an established OUR prior 
to the collaborations. Unusual circumstances had contrib-
uted to the establishment of the OUR and were crucial for 
faculty shared governance perspectives across the campus. 
Together, these contextual factors contributed to the re-
lationship building that occurred between the OUR and 
faculty. Other factors that could be developed at any insti-
tution were also evident. All institutions have needs that can 
be addressed and improvements that would benefit more 
than one group. Once a shared vision and commitment to 
improvement are established, collaboration is possible.

The evolved relationship between the OUR and faculty 
at WVU has replaced the previous faculty-centered and 
OUR-centered approaches for developing new initiatives. 
Identifying the mutual benefits of a single collaboration 
is an important but often overlooked step. It requires 
multiple perspectives and communication that may be 
difficult to generate. Involving all parties—particularly us-
ers— early in the process and discussing how each group 
will benefit is crucial.

Whether this approach can be sustained remains to be 
seen. Fiscal, programmatic, and other resource limitations 
may challenge the maintenance of initiatives. OUR and 
faculty responsibilities for an initiative should be identi-

fied and discussed in the development phase as part of the 
effort to plan appropriately for the future. For example, 
the group may decide that the OUR manages and coor-
dinates future steering committee meetings and other 
communication about program changes. Faculty represen-
tatives may be charged with identifying other OUR-faculty 
collaboration opportunities as well as ways in which the 
OUR can be included in discussions of new initiatives or 
changes. Regardless, both parties should have shared and 
individual responsibilities for maintaining a philosophy of 
collaboration and dual ownership. Now that we are aware 
of both the dangers of working in isolation and the ben-
efits of collaboration, we must be diligent in preventing a 
return to our silos.
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By Karl E. Burgher and Michael Snyder

Managing Chaos

“It’s snowing still,” said Eeyore gloomily.
“So it is.”
“And freezing.”
“Is it?”
“Yes,” said Eeyore. “However,” he said, brightening up a lit-
tle, “we haven’t had an earthquake lately.” (Milne 198)

WELCOME TO CHAOS…

…and your new normal. It is overwhelming, overextended, 
fast-paced, foggy, and frantic. And make no mistake: It 
is the new normal. You must accept this and rise to the 
occasion. Otherwise, you will give up or constantly seek 
greener grass through new employment. Chaos has come 
to organizations in all sectors—private, government, and 
academic. Yet even Eeyore could see through the fog and 
have a good day at times. If he could, then you can. There 
is always something to do that is purposeful, and that is 
something to be grateful for.

Welcome to the new world—“the Internet of things”—
or “everything is moving fast with no time to be sure 
that we are done.” This is the 1st century—CRM, NSA, 
“wired,” Caprican, post–financial, meltdown economy. It 
has brought more of the vague, the unknown, and the un-
certain, and with it a pace unknown in recent decades—

and one that carries with it considerable risk. Welcome to 
chaos. Life has gotten messy.

The risk—moving at a pace that exceeds your organiza-
tion’s abilities—is inherent in all decisions and practice. 
You may try to avoid risk, but oh, you must grab ahold 
of this beast right now or else continue to suffer in the 
unknown, unproductive world of work that is never fin-
ished and continually mounting. Let us remind you again 
(though we are fairly certain you have heard this many 
times): It is not whether risk exists but whether it is man-
aged that matters. The problem is no longer whether you 
can avoid chaos; it is whether you can learn how to thrive 
in it.

Managing chaos is hard and risky, but not managing 
chaos is much worse. If you choose to embrace the current 
paradigm, it can be filled with opportunity, excitement, 
and numerous rewards. But it is not for the faint of heart. 
You must be confident, strong, methodic, and deliberate. 
You must be willing to constantly change your work and 
plans as new information is presented. You must dive in 
and attack. If you fail to, your staff will be underwater by 
the lunch hour. But if you succeed (and we believe you 
can), then it is a golden opportunity for you to shine and 
for the weak to fall away. The opportunity for field promo-
tion during the battle with chaos is enormous.
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What are the odds that you will actually change and 
embrace the chaos? They are low. Human beings are quite 
risk averse. But doesn’t it sound like more fun to crash a 
Corvette than to drive a Yugo through life? Can you even 
call the safe path a life—or one you want to live?

Teddy Roosevelt (1899) said, “Far better is it to dare 
mighty things, to win glorious triumphs, even though 
checkered by failure…than to rank with those poor spirits 
who neither enjoy nor suffer much, because they live in 
a gray twilight that knows not victory nor defeat.” Roos-
evelt lived a phenomenal life, and you can too. Managers, 
it is time to live. It is time to really manage. It is time to 
assume risk, to lead, and to earn your pay.

We have spent much time in previous articles describing 
tools (white papers, charters, plans, etc.) to help you orga-
nize and manage. Now we offer more qualitative guidance.

THE ILLUSION OF CATCHING UP, REVISITED

Before we describe the first steps toward managing a bet-
ter you and a better office, we want to briefly revisit the ‘il-
lusion of catching up,’ which we discussed several articles 
ago. It is a fallacy to think that one day you will get caught 
up with your work and that your life will get back to nor-
mal. Chaos is the new normal. There is no one project, one 
stressful semester, or one new hire that, once completed, 
will suddenly return you to a less stressful, slower-paced 
time. Recall the following all-too-common statements:

 W “That project will have to wait until I catch up.”
 W “Once I finish a few things, we will finally get orga-
nized.”

 W “Once we get over the top on this one, we will exam-
ine your proposal.”

 W “This time of year [applied to any time of year] is al-
ways busy.”

 W “Let’s have lunch…right after I get a few things off 
my plate.”

 W “When I catch up at work, we’ll take that vacation I 
promised you.”

 W “Once work slows down, I will start coming home 
earlier and we will [fill in the blank].”

Over time, the thought process that underlies these 
statements crushes morale and destroys workplace pro-
ductivity—especially as it begins to take its toll at home. 
Be honest: Rarely do you ever feel you are caught up. And 

if you do, how long does it typically last? For most manag-
ers, working at 110 percent is the daily reality. Many strive 
to combat this reality by working more hours. (After all, 
being the last one out of the parking lot and saying that 
you worked all weekend have become badges of honor.) 
But consider this: Working all weekend means not only 
that employees are working ineffectively but also that they 
are being managed ineffectively. The longer the pattern 
continues, the more the stress builds, the more morale 
declines, the greater the risk of project blunders, and the 
greater the likelihood that good employees will feel that 
they are failing one another and becoming unproductive. 
This is burnout: It is real, and it results in poor work and 
poor physical health.

It is time to let go of the illusion of catching up. Give 
it up, managers. Admit, accept, and move on. It is time 
to embrace the race, choose to run, choose to start, define 
“done,” and deliver.

In this article, we discuss a number of concepts that 
provide a starting point for beginning to organize the 
chaos. The concepts include managing yourself; managing 
your people; managing your boss; and managing politics 
and deliverables.

MANAGING YOURSELF

Choose to Lead

Today we all must be leaders—of our subordinates, our 
peers, and our family and friends. In the workplace, you 
must remove a variety of burdens from your staff. One 
of the most important aspects of leadership is to protect 
yourself and your people from needless organizational 
time wasters and overload so that everyone remains effec-
tive. Think of yourself as an offensive lineman protecting 
the quarterback: You need to protect your people from in-
terruption and politics. Their time must be managed and 
prioritized so they can concentrate on their work, finish 
their work, and feel a sense of accomplishment. There is 
nothing worse for a team than day-in, day-out stress. This 
leads to inefficiencies, lost time, lost resources, and delayed 
schedules. In short, staff under constant stress worry; they 
do not work.

Managers are like traffic cops or dispatchers who watch 
for the problems and landmines of the day. Leaders then 
take action to see that none of their people steps on those 
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landmines. The economy is too competitive to not pay at-
tention to all things managerial. Each day, you must come 
in to the office, be strategic full time, and work. We urge 
you to also jump in, take responsibility, and lead.

Choose to be Healthy

To quote the vile Count Rugen from the movie The Prin-
cess Bride, “If you haven’t got your health, you haven’t got 
anything.” In order to execute on the sections that follow, 
you must ensure that you are giving yourself the best chance 
to succeed. Each and every day you come to the office, you 
must be ‘on.’ You must bring your ‘A’ game. You must be 
clear headed, well rested, and in pretty good shape. Being 
physically and mentally fit will enable you to perform at 
your highest level. It will keep stress from overtaking you. 
It will reduce the chances of a life-altering health event or 
a nagging injury or condition. It will enable you to remem-
ber more, to be more creative, and to stave off burnout. It 
also will send a good message to your team, your boss, your 
colleagues, and your customers. It may not be fair that 
people judge those who are in good shape and good spirits 
more kindly than they do those who are not, but life isn’t 
fair. Don’t compromise yourself with poor health. If you 
won’t take care of yourself for the sake of your own body, 
then do it for your team and your pocketbook.

Pay Attention to All Things, Big and Small

We cannot emphasize this enough: You must pay atten-
tion to all things big and small. The environment has be-
come too competitive to overlook anything anymore. You 
must look at your customers, at your leaders, and at your 
organization and constantly be evaluating how you fit in, 
how your team fits in, what is being said, what is not being 
said, and what is important. You must be able to ‘go broad 
and go deep,’ meaning that you must understand a wide ar-
ray of subjects but also have intimate knowledge of at least 
some of them. And because what is important changes 
from month to month, you must be ready to adapt your-
self and your team quickly. This means professional devel-
opment (discussed in greater detail below) and reviewing 
and adjusting strategy, structure, and methods as neces-
sary. We estimate that new college graduates will have to 
become ‘brand new again’ every ten to fifteen years or so. 
What is a career but a few years of learning, a few more of 
high productivity and contribution, and then a few years 

of hanging in and hanging on (assuming you avoid some 
major organizational shake-up)? Avoid that last stage and 
instead find yourself renewed in your productive stage. So 
choose to actively pay attention to as much as you possibly 
can. Take continual stock of and reinvent yourself as op-
portunity to do so arises; otherwise, you may find yourself 
miserable—or even miserable and unemployed. Learn to 
look for and read the signs, both obvious and implied. Pay 
attention, or prepare to be replaced by someone who does.

Quit your Whining

Doubtless you have seen the sign “No whining!” No one 
likes a whiner, yet how often do we deserve the label? It is 
as if we are wired that way. As Agent Smith suggests in The 
Matrix, humans require misery. Life is not fair. Bad things 
happen. Talking about unfair things pushes away the 
blame. But as a manager, whining is unacceptable. You do 
not have time for it: it is not constructive, it helps no one, 
and it sets a bad example for your team. Yes, sometimes 
you need to vent. But if at all possible, vent to your spouse, 
to friends, or to your dog. If you must vent at work, close 
the door and do it with someone you trust. Stop whining. 
Work, execute, and deliver in order to stay profitable and 
employed. Period.

The fact is, you are where you are. If you aren’t happy 
with the circumstances, then change something. Move; 
become a boss; change the world. Otherwise, accept what 
you have, embrace it, and make the best of it. If you do not 
enjoy today, no one will let you be in charge of tomorrow. 
Understand and accept that you live in chaos—and that 
chaos, understood, can be rewarding.

Organize

We urge you to utilize the organizational techniques ar-
ticulated in our previous articles. You cannot afford to 
be the least bit disorganized. You must understand your 
team’s work. All work must be lined out and prioritized. 
You must know how many projects you have in motion, 
how many you are terminating, how long each is expected 
to take, who is working on what, and at what stage every 
project is currently at. You must know how much time is 
required for maintenance, how much for management, 
and how much for meetings. Start simply—with white 
papers—then move to work plans and toward under-
standing how your resources are consumed. Always think 
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in terms of resource balance and deliverables. Resources 
include your and your people’s hours, your money (bud-
get), and your energy. Do not expend energy on things 
that are of no use.

Manage Time Like a Consultant

Come to work ready to deliver that ‘A’ game. Think as if ev-
ery hour of your day must be productive, billable, and use-
ful. Plan every hour deliberately. Otherwise, you cheat your 
customer—your organization, your team, and yourself. Do 
not misinterpret this as burying your head at your desk ev-
ery moment of every day. Chats near the water cooler and 
casual visits can be useful for politics and moving work for-
ward—or simply for the sake of a little break (recall that 
we do need to take time for restoration). Just be sure that 
they have purpose; if they don’t, move on after a friendly 
exchange or gesture. Neither consultants nor you can af-
ford to allocate hours to non-billable or ‘not useful’ tasks.

Manage Professional Development

Learn something every day. Make it a point to read for at 
least an hour or two every day. How can you find that kind 
of time? Be purposeful. You may not be able to read quite 
that much every day, but at least attempt it on many days. 
Once you are organized in other areas, you can make time 
to read. It is important. It is too easy to let go of personal 
and professional development goals. But you must make 
them a priority. Plan your career as well as your strategic 
development. Know how you want to progress. Know 
how you want to grow your team, your knowledge and 
intellect, your career, and even knowledge for knowledge’s 
sake. Just as athletes continually train their minds and 
bodies in order to stay competitive, managers must train 
in order to hone their skills and stay employed.

Manage Confidence

You need confidence. Yet confidence can be oh-so-difficult 
to maintain. Although you may feel insecure at times, do 
not reveal your fears and doubts to your people, your bosses, 
or your competitors. Instead, manage your fears. Some may 
be legitimate, but often they are your own creations. In any 
event, do not be ruled by them. There is no reason to feel 
a lack of confidence if you have trained and prepared. Re-
member and understand that what you do is work. And 
work is not life, your spouse or children, your tennis or golf 

game. Work is not who we are (although many seem to be-
lieve otherwise). It is what you do for pay; it is work. The 
point is not to take everything quite so personally.

You can help spread this confidence by empowering 
your people to take charge, allowing them to take the lead, 
and allowing them to help you. Your people need to be 
able to make decisions without fearing that their doing so 
will result in your becoming unfriendly and/or unstable. 
Too many of us have had a boss like that. By empowering 
your staff, you will give yourself the gift of time to train 
(professional development) and to be more productive.

MANAGE YOUR PEOPLE, UP AND DOWN

Actively Manage

Management is difficult—more difficult than in the past. 
It requires managing not only your people but also your 
bosses and, perhaps most difficult, yourself.

It is challenging to remain self-disciplined and self-
strategic while not feeling stressed much of the time; at 
best, it puts you in a state of constant adjustment. It also 
can be very lonely. In fact, it has gotten a whole lot lone-
lier because in order to be effective, middle managers must 
make many more decisions in isolation than ever before. 
There is no time to spare: You must evaluate alternatives 
quickly, gather cost-benefit data and information, make 
decisions, and move forward, and, as necessary, change 
course—quickly.

In managing subordinates, you need to make fast deci-
sions while at the same time encouraging and protecting. 
Your employees need to stay focused and confident in the 
assurance that their work is purposeful and meaningful. A 
group hug may not always be appropriate to ensure that ev-
eryone is on board. Shared governance is common practice 
in higher education, but there are many times and circum-
stances when it may not be appropriate or competitive, es-
pecially as external constituents and politics and the latest 
‘big idea’ require a quick response. Even after big decisions 
are made, dozens of smaller decisions may be necessary to 
move an effort forward. (That said, be sure to avoid the 
over-planning that can doom a project before it begins.)

Managing Up

Long ago you may have been taught that a manager was 
misdirecting effort if she spent more than 0 percent of 
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her time managing her subordinates. The other 80 percent 
needs to be spent managing stakeholders, customers, cli-
ents, and the boss.

Helping the boss see her way to the right decision has 
always been an important part of being a good employee. 
A boss cannot and does not know all things. Teach, help, 
and provide enough information to facilitate good deci-
sion making but not so much as to create confusion. Find 
the balance: Bring solutions to the meeting. Try not to be 
yet another problem for your supervisor.

If you cannot communicate your issue in five or fewer 
minutes (ideally, you will do so in two minutes or less), 
then you do not understand your problem well enough. 
You have not studied the issue sufficiently to communi-
cate quickly, explain concisely, and identify solutions. 
Sometimes you may need to ask for advice. But keep that 
simple, as well. Provide a document and say, “I want your 
opinion.” Talk for a maximum of one minute and then 
ask, “How would you handle that?” Be brief, and request 
specific commentary about a specific subject so you can 
leave with a decision (or at least with some useful advice).

Frequent, brief, work-only, decision- and deliverable-
oriented visits can help you get noticed. Help your boss 
make the right decisions day in and day out. Help him to 
be successful. As a result, you will be appreciated, you will 
learn, and perhaps you will even become the boss someday.

Protect

In the midst of chaos, you must ensure that your employ-
ees feel protected so they will be free to excel, produce, 
and feel empowered and purposeful. How can you do 
this? Begin by managing yourself in such a way as to not 
burden your people with your own issues. Your employees 
have plenty to do without having to worry about manag-
ing you and your problems or inefficiencies.

Next, protect your people from outside attacks or as-
saults on their workload. (This is so important a concept 
that we include it under both leadership and manage-
ment.) Make it clear to the outside world that your team 
is organized and working hard—that you have prioritized, 
scheduled, and planned. The world must know that you 
have good white papers and work plans and that your 
team delivers work efficiently. Those outside of your group 
must understand that you have your team under control 
and that the work flows through you. As manager, you are 

the gatekeeper. You are the sentinel. No work is under-
taken without it first being assessed by you, and no assign-
ment is issued without your knowledge.

Be careful not to protect people from working hard—
only protect them against overwhelming amounts of work. 
Your team must work hard and deliver a steady stream of 
high-quality projects. It must not be expected to deliver  
top-priority outcomes by the end of the semester.

Consider one more strategy as a tool for protection: 
throw some work under the bus. At times you will be un-
able to hold back the crowd. Sometimes, for various rea-
sons, you won’t be able to stop as much at the gate as you 
would like to, or you won’t be able to schedule, assign, 
and negotiate quickly enough. You cannot pile on work 
beyond the breaking point without jeopardizing both the 
quality of your work and related schedules. It is too easy to 
become a bastion of mediocrity. It is better to accomplish 
less well than to do everything poorly. When the quan-
tity of work becomes overwhelming, consider strategic 
failure. Decide purposefully that some things will not be 
completed according to someone else’s plan. Throw the 
work under the bus of that vice president who can get the 
president’s attention; that attention might lead in turn to 
prioritization and perhaps even another person to help do 
the work. Or throw the work under the bus of the person 
with no power and whom no one likes. Whatever you de-
cide, be strategic: having a poor or no outcome in one area 
should result in increased productivity in another area. 
This requires courage. Allow your team to let certain proj-
ects wait until another day. You may have to pay a price for 
utilizing this strategy. You may suffer a consequence for 
de-prioritizing the wrong project. This is a cost of being 
the manager. Adverse consequences are not your team’s 
fault. You must take responsibility, deal with the conse-
quences, and negotiate the fallout. If you don’t like it, then 
you may need to rethink your management track.

Coaching: Managing Isn’t What it Used to Be

Given the shift from an industrial society to one filled with 
knowledge workers (particularly so-sensitive millennials), 
considerable coaching is required. The coaching-manag-
ing philosophy is no longer optional but rather an every-
day prerequisite for success. Previously, managing meant 
lining out your people, stating objectives or outcomes, and 
then letting your people do the work. Now, people require 
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continuous monitoring, contact, motivation, engagement, 
and a level of expressed gratitude not required previously. 
You need to encourage, communicate often, manage by 
walking around the office (and eating with your people), 
and let your people know that you know what they are ca-
pable of and that you expect nothing less. You must know 
each of your people well, care about them as individuals, 
and make them understand and believe that you are there 
to help them succeed. In today’s workplace, teams need to 
be coached to victory.

Balance

Unless you have been working in a cave, you have read and 
heard much about work/ life balance. Most managers and 
employees rate it as important. Some of us even make a con-
certed effort to make a few changes in order to attain bal-
ance, but more often than not we soon find we are back to 
feeling overwhelmed and working longer hours. What can 
you do to improve your work/life balance? First, be a bit 
flexible; second, have clearly defined work plans. The bur-

den is on you as manager to assign the appropriate amount 
of work to your people. The burden is on you to ensure that 
work plans are robust, with milestones and delivery dates 
established with balance in mind. Don’t beat up your peo-
ple. You will have to work them  to 0 hours a week, week 
in and week out. That is the new norm. But give them the 
time to work with some flexibility. Not all will rise to the 
occasion, but the best folks will. Take care of them.

Some of your staff will not go home willingly. But go 
home they must. If necessary, get angry. Force them to go 
home. Force them to take days off. Working all weekend 
and never taking vacation is not a positive trait. Usually 
it is a sign that something is wrong. Either you are not 
managing correctly, or the employee has some other issue. 
Rather than demonstrating a willingness to work hard, 
working constantly demonstrates that the individual has 
no life apart from work, is inefficient, or is not delegating 
appropriately. Work is good, but rest fosters creativity and 
innovation. Humans are workers by nature, but like salt in 
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the blood stream, too much will kill a person…or at least 
make him miserable to be around.

Know that attaining balance all the time is nearly im-
possible—but do aim for balance  to 7 percent of the 
time. Work is often crazy, but don’t let “crazy” be the norm 
every day.

Rewards

Rewards are good, but they are only as good as they are 
scarce and sincere. Work isn’t third grade soccer camp 
where everyone gets a trophy for showing up. In trying 
to reward all for everything, you reward no one. Rewards 
need to be important; they need to be sincere; they need 
to be real. They are wonderful when used appropriately 
and horrible when they are not.

Reward only when work is great. Otherwise, keep the 
plaques in the drawer and wait for the day when you in-
deed do have a winner. Long ago we had a student ask why 
no one in class got an A. Our response was that no one 
deserved an A. Teaching evaluations for that class were 
not too favorable, but that is life. Managing—like teach-
ing—can require some dissatisfaction in order to do what 
is right. Think through your rewards carefully, and be sure 
that any recognition you offer has a purpose.

That said, when someone is deserving, do not miss the 
opportunity to immediately and loudly acknowledge her 
contribution. Single out the person who is an example 
for all to follow. The reward need not be big or expensive. 
Whether you grant a day off, lunch with the boss, or tick-
ets to a ball game, an expression of gratitude goes a long 
way. Save it for when it is deserved, and then make it vis-
ible and special.

Some argue that higher education has far too many re-
wards. Give significant thought to what is appropriate in 
your individual workplace, and be sure that rewards are 
appropriate and meaningful. Note that a  percent across 
the board pay increase is a cost of living allowance (or at 
best profit-sharing), not a merit raise. Do not call a pay 
increase a raise if it rewards all employees, good and bad, 
at the same level. This is destructive. That said, higher edu-
cation allows far too little in the way of merit pay. But just 
because it is difficult to allocate does not mean that we 
shouldn’t try to help our organizations keep great people. 
If you cannot increase your staff members’ pay, then think 
of perks and recognition you can offer. You must differen-

tiate good from mediocre work and then reward the good 
as appropriately as you can.

MANAGING DELIVERABLES

Be a Solution Provider

You should have heard by now that you should bring only 
solutions —and not problems—to the boss. Be the person 
who delivers solutions. Show up with evidence that you 
have taken the time to think the problem through and 
that you are seeking approval of possible solutions, not 
throwing up your hands because you don’t have any idea 
of what to do. Communicate costs and benefits, pros and 
cons, and seek a decision that will move you forward. At 
worst, ask for guidance or advice; do not ask to be told 
what to do. And be careful about asking your boss if she 
wants A or B because she may say yes to both—particu-
larly if A and B solve different problems. The objective is 
to advance progress, not to obtain more work. So deliver a 
solution. Deliver thought, a plan, and a close.

Deliver Loudly and Visibly

Be sure to position your delivery so all can see it. Deliver 
a show complete with an opening, a beta test, and a final 
solution; serve cookies and punch, food and liquor. Do 
whatever it takes for people to notice that you and your 
team delivered on time and on budget. This is politics and 
showmanship at its finest. It can be done with humility, 
but remember: it is show time; it is delivery time. Take ad-
vantage of the fact that you and your team have done well. 
The team will get promoted, and everyone will get a little 
more at the end of the year—be it pay, a promotion, or an 
increased budget to do more excellent work the next year.

Celebrate Delivery

There will be times when your delivery can be neither loud 
nor visible. Even in such cases, you still need to celebrate 
with your team. Thank your staff for doing great work. 
Whether delivered over donuts and coffee or at a black-tie 
event, your thanks lets your people know that they have 
purpose and are appreciated. Have a party at the office; 
take them out to lunch; or give them gift cards. What you 
do doesn’t really matter. Just do and celebrate.

Remember: Delivery in all its forms should be visible, 
loud, and celebrated. Get what you can while you can. An-
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nounce your wins. Perhaps the Office of Registration and 
Records just celebrated its th consecutive upgrade with-
out a hitch, or the 10,000th online transcript was printed, 
or the professional development software was implemented 
in record time. Is this playing politics? Yes. But it is also 
educational. If you do not tell the world what your team is 
doing, who will? Certainly not the other departments that 
are after your budget. Be strategic; be smart; deliver.

HOLDING TIGHT TO SATURDAY AND SUNDAY

We know that we are not inventing new concepts but 
rather synthesizing and summarizing ideas for managing 
your work force. Good management and good leadership 
concepts have been around for quite some time, but we all 
need a constant refresher. Further, these concepts need to 
be modified according to each generation’s attitudes and 
characteristics. The societal shift from industry to service 
and knowledge necessitates significant adjustment of man-
agement concepts and practice. We must constantly re-
mind ourselves that there is always more to read and learn.

We hope that our practical, deliberate delivery of the 
management concepts discussed here—concepts that have 
stood the test of time—will help you attain real change at 
your institution, in your group or unit, and in you.

WE ARE IN CHAOS

We are in an all-out competitive, war-like environment 
where everyone every moment is trying to out-do and 
out-compete everyone else. Education is now global; con-
tent is global—and packets of data are flying around at the 
speed of light. As you sleep, someone somewhere is trying 
to steal your students and your way of life in order to bet-
ter his own.

Because we have such unrestricted access to informa-
tion—and, thus, to projects and initiatives—the supply 
of work to add to our chaos seems never-ending. Well, 
actually it is never-ending. We are an overworked, under-
rested, accelerated “-Hour Energy Drink” society. There 
is no going back.

We need to learn to succeed, find balance, find faith 
today and in the future, hold on to hope, be human, and 
enjoy our children, spouses, and friends. We need to be 
in the business of execution and delivery in the most effi-
cient manner possible. Close projects, provide service, and 
make money (okay, academics, budget surpluses). Most of 
the time we do not need fancy concepts or long-winded 
quantitative models and behavioral concepts. Rather, we 
need to get people to do good work in a safe and uninter-
rupted workplace. Each of us works best when we feel as 
good about our place as we can and have some purpose 
and balance in our lives.

Commit to some light project management and some 
detailed people management. Take back your Saturdays 
and Sundays.
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By Linda Serra Hagedorn and Jiayi Hu

Eastern Dreams: Alternative Pathways  
for Chinese Students Pursuing  

Baccalaureate Degrees in the United States

The number of international students pursuing postsec-
ondary degrees in the United States has increased consis-
tently over the past several years (Institute of International 
Education 01, 01). In fact, the most recent report—
for academic year 01–1—indicates that compared to 
the previous academic year, the number of international 
students at U.S. colleges and universities increased by 7. 
percent, to more than 800,000. Students from China 
lead this global trend, accounting for 8.7 percent of all 
international postsecondary students in the United States. 
Moreover, the number of Chinese students studying in 
the United States continues to increase, as demonstrated 
by the sharp increase (1. %) compared to the previous 
academic year (IIE 01, 01). All indications are that the 
number of Chinese students applying to U.S. colleges and 
universities will continue to increase, perhaps resulting in 
a need for enrollment professionals to examine current 
policies for relevance and fairness and to understand how 
students from China are preparing to enroll.

The surge in numbers may be traced to China’s his-
torical and cultural emphasis on education, which has 
been augmented by the country’s one child policy and 
an increasingly large middle class. Together, these factors 
have produced a generation of parents with not only the 
highest expectations for their sole offspring but also the 

resources to invest in an education they believe will help 
their children distinguish themselves from their peers. 
Many Chinese parents believe that a western education at 
an elite university will guarantee their children a bright 
future. Overseas degrees are highly valued in the Chinese 
job market, with U.S. degrees the most favored (Inside 
Higher Ed 01). The increase in the number of Chinese 
applicants to U.S. universities—particularly elite and Ivy 
League universities—has resulted in intense competition 
among Chinese students.

Yet the drastic increases in the number of Chinese col-
lege students at U.S. colleges and universities is not univer-
sally welcome. For example, there is evidence that some 
Americans believe that Chinese students displace U.S. 
students. The Chronicle of Higher Education reports that 
the increasing number of Chinese students has resulted in 
complaints that campuses have become “too Asian” (Ruse 
010). Some Americans also believe that many Chinese 
students cheat on tests and academic work (Winn 01). 
These issues together have made the admission of Asian 
students—Chinese students, especially—increasingly 
controversial ( Jiang 011). Chinese high school students 
who dream of success must be even more competitive 
and must strive even more to distinguish themselves from 
their peers. (See Figure 1, a framework for understanding 
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the nature of and the conflicts among “eastern dreams,” 
Chinese students’ need to distinguish themselves, and the 
perceptions of Asian students at western universities.)

In an effort to distinguish themselves from their peers 
and turn their dreams of a U.S. education into reality, 
Chinese students pursue additional coursework, intensive 
English language training, and alternative educational 
pathways. This article describes the various pathways avail-
able to Chinese students who seek to prepare for a bacca-
laureate education in the United States. For each pathway, 
we provide a description, a synopsis of its current status, 
and an overview of related challenges.

ALTERNATIVE PATHWAYS

Chinese students with eastern dreams must begin the 
process of distinguishing themselves from their peers long 
before they begin filling out college applications. In many 
cases, this process turns into a frenzy of additional train-
ing, classes, alternative college credits, and working with 
education agents. Although students may participate in a 
full array of strategies designed to “win” the college admis-
sions race, the actual criteria or ways that these activities 
are evaluated have never been researched or documented. 
Given the consequent lack of knowledge of what really 
works and a pervasive belief that “more is better,” eastern 
dreamers often pursue courses and activities that require 
significant commitments of time and money.

PATHWAY 1: EDUCATION AGENTS

What is an education agent?

The cloaked nature of how elite colleges choose whom to 
admit has inspired the rise of education agents who, for 
a price, promise assistance with and success in the col-
lege application process. An education agent is a person, 
company, or organization that provides services for a fee 
to students seeking to earn a degree abroad. (The fee may 
be paid by the students, U.S. institutions, or both.) Agents 
may enroll students in special classes, assist with the col-
lege application process, and/or help students obtain vi-
sas. Zhang and Hagedorn (011) describe the burgeoning 
of agents as phenomenal.

The Current Status of Education Agents

According to Zinch China (Bergman, 01), 80 percent 
of Chinese undergraduate students employ an agent to as-
sist in the filing of their college applications. While some 
agents operate scrupulously and provide helpful services 
to families with no prior experience of study overseas, 
others prey on the ignorance of students and their fami-
lies and charge high prices, often for unnecessary services. 
Moreover, some agents write their clients’ personal state-
ments, forge letters of recommendation, and may even 
produce fraudulent admission and/or English test scores 
(Hagedorn and Zhang 01).

 l FIGURE 1. Factors Affecting “Eastern Dream” and “Western Reality”

Eastern Dream Western Reality
Desire to Attend an  

Elite Institution driven by…
 KOne-child policy
 KValue of all things Western
 KGrowing middle class
 KOverseas degree recognition

 KIncreasing number of Chinese students
 KBacklash due to…

 fUniversities becoming too “Asian”
 fAsian plagiarism
 fAsian admission cheating



College & University |  77 

Challenges Related to Education Agents

Zinch China (Bergman 01) estimates that as many as 
90 percent of recommendation letters in support of Chi-
nese students’ U.S. college and university applications are 
fraudulent; 70 percent of such students’ college applica-
tion essays are not written by the students; and half of 
all high school transcripts of Chinese applicants to U.S. 
institutions are falsified (Kwok 01). Students who gain 
admission to elite programs on the basis fraudulent means 
(e.g., cheating) may fail out and/or find themselves sub-
ject to other negative outcomes subsequent to their enroll-
ment (Bergman 01; Ma 01).

Some U.S. institutions work with specific agents to re-
cruit international students. In some instances, the college 
or university may pay the agent a commission or finding 
fee. At present, no licensing or listing identifies agents 
who can be trusted or those who are suspected of engaging 
in fraudulent or otherwise questionable behaviors.

PATHWAY 2: SPECIAL COLLEGE 
PREPARATION PROGRAMS (CPPS)

What are special college preparation programs?

College preparation programs are relatively long-term 
(typically two- or three-year) programs that feature 
English proficiency, college preparatory, and study skills 
courses as well as application services. Most CPPs are con-
ducted at Chinese high schools for students who plan to 
study abroad in English-speaking countries. Some pro-
grams award transferable college credit. (Such programs 
are typically high cost and high stakes.)

Global Access Certificate. The Global Access Certifi-
cate (GAC), a product of ACT Education Solutions, Lim-
ited (a subsidiary of ACT Inc.), is a typical example of a 
college-credit-based preparation program. The GAC pro-
gram is reported to provide students with the academic 
knowledge, learning skills, English language skills, and 
confidence to enter and successfully complete a bachelor’s 
degree program at a foreign university. The GAC program 
operates within Chinese high schools by offering courses 
during regular school hours. The courses are comparable 
to dual enrollment programs in the United States whereby 
students may earn college credit that can be transferred to 
a foreign university. Students who earn the GAC by com-
pleting three levels of courses may transfer as many as 1 

credits to any of at least  U.S. colleges and universities. 
(The transfer credits are verified by the American Council 
on Education’s College Credit Recommendation Service.)

The GAC program has been offered in China since 
000. In 008, approximately 0 GAC-approved teaching 
centers were in operation (New GAC Centers Opening in 
China, ACT Education Solutions 008). The China Cen-
ter for International Education Exchange (01) reported 
that in 01,  GAC centers were operating in China—
with plans for more.

International Baccalaureate (IB) program. The Inter-
national Baccalaureate program assists students who are 
contemplating studying abroad. Students take a series of 
college-level courses during their last two years of high 
school. The IB program comprises three core sections and 
six subject groups. A central part of the program is an ex-
tended essay that requires independent research related to 
one of the IB subjects. In addition to the core courses, IB 
students must choose one subject from each of five groups: 
(1) language and literature, () additional language(s), () 
the social sciences, () the experimental sciences, and () 
mathematics and computer sciences. In addition, the stu-
dent may choose either an arts subject from a sixth group 
(the arts) or a second subject from one of the other groups 
(1 through ).

What is the current status of special 
college preparation programs?

The number of students enrolled in special college prepa-
ration programs in China is increasing rapidly. Consider 
Shenzhen, one of the developed cities in China, with al-
most ,000 students decide to study abroad by avoiding 
National College Entrance Exam in China per year, ten 
public high schools have began to offer international col-
lege preparation programs during the year 011 and 01 
(Souhu Education Online 01). Take the capital city Bei-
jing as an example, the report published by China Edu-
cation Online (01) indicates that until 01, seventeen 
high-performance high schools in Beijing have established 
 international college preparation programs. From 009 
to 01, sixteen new international college preparation pro-
grams have been established, with a doubled increase rate.

The first IB-authorized school in China was established 
in 1991 (IBO 01c, 01d). The IB Primary Years Pro-
gramme (PYP), for students aged three to twelve years, fo-
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cuses on the development of the child as an inquirer, both 
in the classroom and in the world. The IB Middle Years 
Program, in operation since 199, is designed for students 
aged eleven to sixteen. The IB Diploma Program starting 
from 198, was designed, for students aged 1 to 19, to de-
liver an academically challenging and balanced program 
of education with final examinations that prepare students 
for success at the postsecondary level and beyond. The lat-
est statistics indicate that 7 IB world schools in China of-
fer one or more of the three IB programs; 9 schools offer 
the primary years program;  schools offer the middle 
years program; and  schools offer the diploma program 
(Hagedorn and Hu [in press]).

What are the challenges related to special 
college preparation programs?

Despite the rapid growth of interest in CPPs, no regula-
tions govern the marketing or establishment of such pro-
grams in Chinese high schools. In addition to the two 
major CPPs described above, numerous individual pro-

grams operate in private Chinese high schools and other 
venues. No official listing or governing policy exists for 
businesses that purport to serve students and their families 
in attaining their dreams of international study. Most par-
ents enroll their children in special high school programs 
without the benefit of full knowledge of other programs 
that offer similar services. Some programs may mislead 
parents by advertising—aggressively or even falsely—that 
they successfully enroll large percentages of students at 
top U.S. institutions.

Once a Chinese student enrolls in a special program 
whose curriculum differs significantly from that of a tradi-
tional Chinese high school, he must opt out of taking the 
gaokao, the national college exams. CPPs prepare students 
to take the tests required for consideration for admission 
to U.S. institutions (e.g., the Test of English as a Foreign 
Language, or TOEFL, and the ACT). The gaokao require an 
entirely different preparation process. Thus, Chinese stu-
dents who enroll in CPPs forego their eligibility for enroll-
ment at Chinese universities. Once the decision is made 

Our ever-expanding Web site is filled with timely information and 

news for the growing community of registrars and admissions officers 

in the United States and around the world. Association members 

enjoy special benefits and exclusive access to AACRAO’s higher level 

resources and news. Here’s a small sampling of what content areas 

the site includes:

E AACRAO Transcript 
(An Online News Source)

E Jobs Online

E Webinars

E Transfer Credit Practices 
(TCP) Online

E Bookstore

E Self-Assessment

E Online Courses

 and much more…

Pull up a chair and give us a visit today at 
www.aacrao.org!

Come see what AACRAO Online 
has to offer you…

A M E R I C A N  A S S O C I A T I O N  O F  C O L L E G I A T E  R E G I S T R A R S  A N D  A D M I S S I O N S  O F F I C E R S

www.aacrao.org



College & University |  79 

to prepare for international college admission, the door to 
postsecondary education in the home country is closed.

PATHWAY 3: INTERNATIONAL 
COLLABORATIVE DEGREE PROGRAMS

What are international  
collaborative degree programs?

In general, international collaborative degree programs 
serve Chinese college students who have taken a more tra-
ditional path in high school, have taken the gaokao, and 
have been admitted to a Chinese university. The interna-
tional collaborative degree program is the result of a part-
nership between institutions that allows students to earn 
a U.S. baccalaureate degree as well as a Chinese degree. 
There are various types of collaborative degrees, including:

 W Joint Degree: Two institutions (one American and the 
other Chinese) collaborate on the award of one degree. 
The diploma typically records both institutions’ names.

 W Dual Degree: Two institutions award separate though 
articulated degrees.

 W Single Degree: Students take courses in one country 
and transfer earned credits to an institution in another 
country; the degree is earned from the institution to 
which the credits are transfered.

Popular configurations of collaborative programs are 
the “1+” and the “+.” Students enrolled in a + pro-
gram pursue half of the program requirements (two years’ 
worth) at their host country campus and the other half at 
the foreign institution with which their host campus has 
a collaborative degree agreement. This provides students 
with time both to improve their English language skills 
and to gain college experience prior to going abroad.

What is the current status of  
international collaborative programs?

Universities often hesitate to develop collaborative pro-
grams because they require a close and carefully moni-
tored relationship based on agreements specific to degree 
components. Collaborative programs may include agree-
ments regarding tuition charges, transfer credit policies, 
and when and how to “double count” credits earned 
across both degrees.

Students and their families find collaborative degree 
programs attractive because of the versatility and utility 
of earning two university endorsements simultaneously. 
Having to spend less time in the United States also may 
result in some cost savings.

What are the challenges related to 
international collaborative programs?

Because participation in a collaborative program typically 
results in students’ spending less time in the United States 
than if they were enrolling outright in a U.S. baccalaureate 
degree program, students are likely to have a more limited 
international experience. Students enrolled in a collabora-
tive program also may encounter some difficulties in relat-
ing advanced courses in one country to the introductory 
courses they took in another country. Beyond differences 
in curriculum, teaching style, and assignments, social and 
cultural differences may hinder students’ success.

Another challenge for students participating in col-
laborative programs relates to their lack of institutional 
choice. Chinese students admitted to a program cannot 
earn a degree from any other U.S. university than that stip-
ulated in the cooperative agreement.

PATHWAY 4: “SWIRLING TRENDS”

What is the “swirling trend” as it relates 
to international students from China?

The term “swirl” was first used in 1990 by Maricopa 
County Community College officials to describe the 
non-linear paths forged by college students admitted to 
multiple colleges. A student may alternate enrollment 
between two- and four-year colleges or may attend both 
types of colleges concurrently, taking courses and earning 
credit at both institutions (Palmer 001). Like their peers 
in the United States, increasing numbers of international 
students are taking courses at more than one institution 
(Hu and Hagedorn [in press]). For example, it is not un-
common for international university students to also take 
courses at community colleges. Students then transfer the 
credits from the two-year to the four-year institution.

What is the current status of swirling?

Swirling between two- and four-year institutions became 
increasingly common between 00 and 01 (Hagedorn 
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and Hu [in press]). The reasons that underlie swirling 
include efforts to offset the high tuition at four-year in-
stitutions and to decrease time to degree, seeking access 
to popular professors at two-year institutions, bypassing 
difficult courses at four-year institutions, and optimizing 
one’s course schedule (Hu and Hagedorn [in press]). Ac-
cording to a case study at one midwestern U.S. research 
university, Chinese international students were most 
likely to enroll in language and literature courses at com-
munity colleges.

What are the challenges related to swirling?

Unlike students who enroll in collaborative programs, 
students who ‘swirl’ negotiate multiple institutions’ re-
quirements on their own. No cohesive guiding policy or 
regulations direct them to the correct courses for their 
degree programs. Students may find that certain course 
credits either do not transfer at all or may not count to-
ward their graduation requirements. Students who enroll 
in online coursework may find they are less successful than 
they might have been in a traditional course. Students also 
may choose to enroll in certain courses at an alternative 
institution (such as a community college) because they 
anticipate that the course will be less rigorous than at their 
primary institution. For the four-year institution, the 
trend of international students ‘swirling’ is likely to result 
in a loss of tuition revenue.

PATHWAY 5: INTERNATIONAL SUMMER SCHOOL

What is international summer school?

This pathway is unique in that it targets students who 
have already completed at least one year of postsecondary 
coursework at a U.S. college or university. International 
summer schools are independent educational entities 
that enroll students during the summer while they are in 
their home country (e.g., China). They offer students the 
opportunity (1) to decrease either the time to degree or 
their course load during the regular academic year and () 
to continue their studies throughout the summer. Inter-
national summer school programs advertise that credits 
earned will transfer to the U.S. colleges or universities at 
which students are regularly enrolled and will apply to-
ward their degrees.

What is the current status of 
international summer school?

The SIE International Summer School is the most promi-
nent program of this type, having partnered with some of 
China’s best universities—including East China Normal 
University (Shanghai), University of International Busi-
ness and Economics (Beijing), Beijing Normal University, 
Nanjing University, and Sun Yat-Sen University (Guang-
zhou) (SIE International Summer School 01). Since its 
founding in 009, it has enrolled more than 1,00 students 
and has reported helping them save millions of dollars of 
college tuition while offering a U.S. university-level educa-
tion (SIE International Summer School—Undergraduates 
01). According to an SIE International Summer School 
administrator, the program was begun by a Wabash Col-
lege graduate who saw the need for Chinese students to 
return home during the summer and to earn college credit 
while there. SIE’s mission is to be the pioneer and leader 
in establishing international summer school programs in 
China and to provide the opportunity to earn U.S. univer-
sity–level transfer credits.

By 01, most competitor organizations had gone out 
of business. At the time of this writing, SIE is the only in-
ternational summer school operating in China.

What are the challenges related to 
international summer school programs?

Enrolling in an international summer school may seem an 
opportune way for students to utilize their time and save 
money, but the effectiveness of ISS courses has not been 
tested. Moreover, there is no guarantee that a particular 
U.S. college or university will accept such credits for trans-
fer. In fact, because the credit transfer system has not been 
standardized, some U.S. institutions—for example, Mich-
igan State University and Indiana University at Bloom-
ington—refuse to accept credits from programs like the 
Chinese International Summer School (McMurhrie and 
Farrar 01).

RECENT REFORMS OF CHINESE COLLEGE ADMISSION

For China, the rapidly growing numbers of its students 
pursuing international study is troubling. Concerns about 
“brain drain” and about fewer students taking the gaokao 
have prompted new policies. Policy makers in China un-
derstand that many students choose to study abroad so 
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they can bypass the fierce competition of the gaokao. Ac-
cording to Zhang and Hagedorn (011), the gaokao is a 
“typical example of large-scale selective exams with fierce 
competitions and extremely high stakes. It has been the 
most important and the most influential exam in China” 
(p. 10). A student’s scores on the gaokao are the solitary 
determinant not only of what university the student is eli-
gible to enter but also whether he can enter any Chinese 
university. The pressure is tremendous—particularly as a 
student may take the gaokao only once.

At the October 01 Third Plenary Session of the 18th 
Communist Party of China, the Central Committee rec-
ommended reforms to the gaokao in order to eliminate 
many of its most devastating disadvantages (including its 
sole assessment standard, sole selection method, and sole 
college entrance channel). The Ministry of Education sub-
sequently developed a set of reform measures: First, the 
college admission standard will be modified to focus not 
only on students’ gaokao scores but also on their academic 
performance and high school social activities. A formative 
assessment that quantifies a student’s current academic 
capabilities as well as his potential will replace the sum-
mative assessment, and the measurement focus will shift 
from test scores to the whole learning process. The new 
assessment standards assign levels from A to F rather than 
specific scores. In the past, students could miss by a mere 
point the opportunity to enroll at the university of their 
choice. It is expected that the levels (A to F) will assess 
student capabilities more fairly. These changes will make 
college admission more objective, accurate, and effective 
in the assessment of student capabilities.

Second, the gaokao will be offered multiple times a 
year. Some subjects, such as English, will be tested mul-
tiple times a year, allowing students to prepare according 
to their own schedules. In the past, students had to pre-
pare for all subjects at the same time and took all of the 
exams during an appointed period of time. In contrast, the 
gaokao reform will allow students to take subject-specific 
exams upon completion of intensive study of just that 
subject. Thus, students will have the flexibility to sched-
ule their study of specific subjects over a longer time span 
and so will be able to devote their attention to one or two 
subjects at a time.

Third, colleges will have more freedom to recruit stu-
dents in accordance with their own objectives. They will 

be able to organize exams that test the learning capabilities 
they particularly value.

Fourth, although the Chinese central government will 
continue to manage the college admission process, it has 
expressed a desire to lessen its oversight of certain areas 
and to allow education authorities to exercise greater re-
sponsibility.

College admission in China seems to be becoming 
more flexible, expanding opportunities for students to en-
ter Chinese universities. Such changes may relieve some of 
the pressure that in recent years has significantly increased 
the number of Chinese students studying abroad.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

U.S. higher education remains the envy of the world. It 
is no surprise that Chinese students and their families 
dream of undertaking postsecondary study in the west. 
The dream typically features an Ivy League university, 
but in fact, all forms of U.S. postsecondary instruction 
are considered prime. The number of preparatory high 
school programs suggests that the surge of students from 
China will not abate anytime soon. (A related trend is the 
rise of programs and intensive English instruction for el-
ementary and even preschool students in China.) These 
numbers cannot be ignored. U.S. colleges and universities 
must respond thoughtfully with policy that will balance 
opportunities for access among its citizens and its admir-
ers. Moreover, they must also develop policy related to al-
ternative means to earning a college degree domestically 
and internationally. Agents, special programs, and swirl-
ing are not uniquely Chinese issues but are contemporary 
global trends. Such innovations are developing more rap-
idly than policies for managing them.

Confucius, in his doctrine of the golden mean, stated 
that “too much is as bad as too little” (Dorter 00). To-
day’s Chinese student dreams of a U.S. college education 
and is bombarded with many alternatives and pressure 
to achieve more. U.S. institutions must seek to develop 
policy that will delicately balance international students’ 
desire to study in America, the goals of globalization, and 
the need to maintain appropriate access. In short, U.S. in-
stitutions need to seek their own golden mean.
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PAYING FOR THE PARTY: 
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Reviewed by Matthew Fifolt

In Paying for the Party, authors Armstrong and Hamilton 
depict “the growing mismatch between what public in-
stitutions provide and what students in higher education 
need” (xiii) by describing a social environment and aca-
demic infrastructure that “systematically disadvantage” all 
but the most affluent students (). Through descriptive ac-
counts of student experiences, Armstrong and Hamilton 
demonstrate how college transitions and class trajectories 
seem to diverge according to social upbringing, family re-
sources, and embedded privilege. The authors note that 
in the college setting, even the smallest class differences 
are magnified, and these differences can either foster or 
inhibit success.

The research that informs Paying for the Party is a lon-
gitudinal, ethnographic case study at a flagship public 
university in the midwest United States. Armstrong and 
Hamilton and their team of graduate and undergraduate 
researchers spent a year observing and interacting with the 
female residents of one floor of a reputed “party dorm” at 

“Midwest University” (MU) in order to develop a deep un-
derstanding of the lives of these students. After their initial 
year of onsite engagement, Armstrong and Hamilton con-
ducted a series of five annual interviews with the students 
to follow their academic and career trajectories through 
the university system and one year post-graduation.

To frame the discussion and illustrate students’ prog-
ress through the university, the authors created a table and 
theoretical model based on their findings. The items and 
interactions that comprise the table and model include: 
(a) class projects (individual agendas); (b) college path-
ways (social and academic structures of the institution); 
(c) organizational imperatives (institutional needs); (d) 
class background; (e) orientation to college; (f ) college 
experiences; and (g) class trajectories beyond college. The 
authors assert that, despite the illusion of choice, “at most 
schools there is an elaborate process of sorting that moves 
people onto distinct pathways” (). Armstrong and 
Hamilton identify three distinct pathways that students 
tend to follow: the party pathway, the mobility pathway, 
and the professional pathway.

In describing class differences, the authors observe that 
“more affluent students approach college primed to ‘meet 
people’ and see the expansion of social networks as a central 
part of college” (p. ). Conversely, they report that many 
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working class students, especially individuals from small 
or rural towns, find college to be an isolating experience, 
and leaving home results in “potentially severing deep and 
meaningful ties to their communities” (p. ). The authors 
observe that these differences in orientation are amplified 
in the college setting. Further, the disparity in financial 
and other class-based resources seems to have a cumulative, 
multiplier effect—positive and negative—over time.

To illustrate institutional dynamics and power, Arm-
strong and Hamilton provide compelling evidence that 
the Greek system at MU wields significant influence in 
campus life. Although only 17 percent of the undergradu-
ate student body are members of the Greek system, the 
prominence of fraternities and sororities has come to de-
fine MU as an institution that places greater value on the 
social than on the academic aspects of college life.

For many of the women in this study, an inextricable 
feature of the Greek system—and, therefore, access to the 
party pathway—was sorority rush, a highly competitive 
process of sorting and screening. Armstrong and Hamil-
ton note that sororities recruit women based on innocu-
ous attributes such as “personality” and “fit”; however, 
these terms and other actions clearly signal to prospective 
new members their standing among their peers.

Further, sorority rush, while designed to avoid outward 
discrimination, tends to exclude individuals who deviate 
from the “norm”—namely “nonwhite students, those not 
born in the United States, older students, those with chil-
dren, lesbians, others with unconventional gender styles, 
or individuals with disabilities” (p. 78). Finally, the au-
thors suggest that significant membership fees and other 
expenses reinforce the status quo by excluding students 
who are economically disadvantaged or who lack the sup-
port system necessary to maintain a certain lifestyle.

According to Armstrong and Hamilton, “[t]he sorority 
recruitment process…sorted almost perfectly along class 
lines” (p. 97) for the women who lived on this specific 
floor of the party dorm. Further, the authors observed that 
the more involved some individuals (mostly socially ambi-
tious women) became with the process of sorority rush, 
the less visible others (usually more isolated students) ap-
peared on the floor. The authors describe a system in which 
“dominants” seem to absorb energy from “subordinates” 
and the social dynamics of the floor dictate who is worthy 
of attention and who is not. Consistent with the litera-

ture on student attrition, social isolation led several of the 
women to experience problems with depression, drug and 
alcohol abuse, and academic disengagement, which often 
resulted in the students either transferring or leaving the 
university prior to graduation (Astin 198, 1999; Bean and 
Eaton 000; Tinto 1987, 199).

SOCIALITES

Study participants from upper- to upper–middle class 
backgrounds understood the language and customs of so-
rority rush and therefore transitioned seamlessly into the 
Greek system. Bolstered by significant financial resources, 
these “socialites” enjoyed the benefits of the full college ex-
perience and graduated on time with passable grades. Using 
networking and personal connections, socialites secured 
the most prestigious internships and entry-level positions, 
many of which were heavily subsidized by family wealth.

WANNABES

A second category of students, “wannabes,” also followed 
the party pathway at MU. However, unlike their well-heeled 
peers, the wannabes had no financial safety net upon grad-
uation and quickly realized that the lifestyle they had en-
joyed in college was unsustainable. While socialites’ futures 
seemed unaffected by GPA and major, wannabes experi-
enced rejection and setbacks due to the downgraded ma-
jors and modified career goals they established in order to 
maintain the party lifestyle. The authors reiterate that “the 
party pathway was a viable route to success for only a small, 
highly affluent segment of the MU population” (p. 17).

STRIVERS

The authors identify a third category of women as “striv-
ers”: individuals from working- and lower–middle class 
backgrounds who relied heavily on part-time jobs and 
loans to make ends meet. Of this group, only one was 
selected by the university to participate in an academic 
enrichment program designed for students from disad-
vantaged backgrounds. The program provided grants and 
other financial assistance in order to allow students to 
minimize their work hours and concentrate on their aca-
demics. Armstrong and Hamilton note that this program 
served only a limited number of students, raising impor-
tant questions about how institutional resources were al-
located in support of student success.
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In addition to the need to work, strivers confronted 
a number of other challenges, including poor academic 
preparation, few social connections away from home, lack 
of exposure to or experience with diverse individuals (e.g., 
those of different religious backgrounds or sexual orienta-
tion), and the need to gain immediate stability through 
early identification of financially secure mates. Within 
this group of students, the authors identify two distinct 
types of strivers: stayers and leavers.

Stayers. The authors determined that the stayers—
those who remained at MU to finish their degrees—were, 
ironically, the least successful strivers because it often took 
them more than the typical four years to complete their 
chosen degrees, and the academic majors they selected of-
ten were impractical given their actual interests. Moreover, 
stayers accumulated significant debt in their attempts to 
complete an academic degree.

Leavers. Leavers, on the other hand, fared far better 
than stayers—especially among those who transferred to 
less prestigious, regional campuses. In this new environ-
ment, leavers were surrounded by individuals more like 
themselves and with whom they could more closely relate 
in terms of responsibilities and priorities. Transferring out 
of MU facilitated leavers’ selecting more pragmatic degrees 
and incurring fewer expenses.

ACHIEVERS

The authors define the final category of students as 
“achievers.” These students were generally less affluent 
than socialites but more affluent than strivers and were 
fiercely competitive for a limited number of top spots in 
the professional pathway. Achievers were primed for suc-
cess; they were involved in relevant extracurricular ac-
tivities, maintained strong GPAs, and had clearly aligned 
career goals and academic pursuits. Achievers worked to 
minimize distractions from their goal of degree comple-
tion—even within the party school environment.

Underachievers. Conversely, underachievers failed to 
realize their professional pursuits upon graduation de-
spite their earned academic credentials and ambition. Ac-
cording to Armstrong and Hamilton, “the most common 
problem for underachievers was a never-resolved mis-
match between their aspirations and their preferences and 
abilities” (p. 18). While success for this group of students 
was not necessarily dependent upon class, the authors note 

that the more successful achievers in the study tended to 
have relationships with their parents that were marked by 
trust and open communication. Achievers’ realization of 
self-sufficiency upon graduation was heavily influenced by 
parental resources. Underachievers’ trajectories, however, 
were more frequently interrupted by divorce, remarriage, 
illness, and other significant life events.

IMPLICATIONS

College and university administrators could benefit from 
reflecting on the research findings reported in Paying for 
the Party: they provide compelling insight into the ways 
in which organizational infrastructures can dramatically 
influence how students experience college. These findings 
may be especially important for administrators consider-
ing how best to meet the needs of students who “aspire 
to improve their circumstances” (p. ) but leave the uni-
versity setting with significant debt and without an aca-
demic degree. Debunking the myth that college is a class 
equalizer, Armstrong and Hamilton note that “the overall 
social organization of undergraduate life at MU mapped 
onto preexisting differences among the students and 
reproduced them” (p. 9). In this way, university infra-
structures tended to reinforce class differences, if uninten-
tionally and unknowingly.

As state funding has decreased, mid-tier, public institu-
tions have relied increasingly on the tuition paid by afflu-
ent, out-of-state students whose social skills are stronger 
than their academic backgrounds. Therefore, despite their 
suggestions for mitigating the problems associated with 
each of the pathways, Armstrong and Hamilton recognize 
that reforms likely would be opposed by influential con-
stituents and thus would prove difficult to implement.

Institutions are investing tremendous financial re-
sources in social aspects of college rather than academic 
instruction. This is occurring to the detriment of in-state 
students and their families, who are receiving a conse-
quently lower-quality education and reaping only limited 
career options. Armstrong and Hamilton express the hope 
that institutional priorities will change. However, their re-
search suggests that public higher education institutions 
will grow increasingly vulnerable as the stratification of 
social classes becomes more pronounced.

The authors develop a general theoretical model assum-
ing that students’ college experiences and post-graduation 
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success may be shaped substantially by the fit between in-
dividual characteristics (e.g., financial wealth, orientation 
to college) and organizational characteristics (e.g., institu-
tional structures, pathways). The authors provide ample 
evidence to support this assertion. However, whether 
these data merit the development of a theoretical model 
remains to be seen.

In my opinion, while the authors make a notable con-
tribution to the related literature and knowledge base re-
garding the lived experiences of university women, they 
may have over-reached by calling their conclusions a theo-
retical model. The development of a theoretical model is 
premature and misaligned with the qualitative tradition 
of inquiry employed by the researchers (i.e., ethnogra-
phy). The authors may have come to a more appropriate 
conclusion by providing a provisional theoretical model 
and recommending that the model be refined through the 
qualitative tradition of grounded theory. This approach 
would allow future researchers to test the relevance of the 
model through “constant comparison of data with emerg-
ing themes and theoretical sampling of different groups to 
maximize the similarities and the differences of informa-
tion” (Creswell 00, p. 1).

To their credit, however, Armstrong and Hamilton 
acknowledge that the model is limited to one set of data 
within one institutional context. They invite others to 
“extend and revise” (p. 7) the model by applying it to dif-
ferent students at multiple institutional types. These rec-
ommendations would have been more effectively situated 
nearer the end rather than the beginning of the book. By 
using the model as their lead, the authors suggest that 
their proposed theory is the singular lens through which 
readers should interpret the data and their interconnect-
edness. These differences in qualitative approach to theory 
generation may seem relatively minor to some readers, but 
I contend that the authors’ use of ill-fitting methodologies 
and overstatement of the theory development may under-
mine their presentation of evidence and the credibility of 
their findings. Such practices cast a shadow on what is, 
otherwise, a compelling and important investigation.
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In her recent investigation of postsecondary education, Cox 
focuses her attention on the least selective and least presti-
gious colleges in the country: community colleges. Com-
munity colleges enroll approximately half of today’s college 
students and are the fastest-growing segment of higher edu-
cation; yet their contributions frequently are overshadowed 
by those of four-year institutions. Community colleges 
have been largely understudied and poorly understood.

For many students, attending a community college is a 
cost-efficient option for accessing higher education. How-
ever, there remains a “persistent gap between the faculty 
understanding of college-level coursework and the kind of 
work that students are prepared to do” (p. 9). The author 
notes that “being unprepared to meet certain expectations 
is not the same as being unable to meet them” (p. 11) but 
acknowledges that traditional structures and norms of 
higher education can impede access and opportunity.

Drawing upon instructor feedback and interview data 
from approximately 10 students who participated in four 
previous research studies, Cox utilizes an inside-out model 
of exploration to examine: (a) student goals, expectations, 
and orientation to college; (b) interactions between pro-
fessors and students inside the classroom; and (c) academic 
literacy across classrooms. By examining student assump-
tions, Cox suggests that students and faculty members 
could better understand one another and thereby close the 
expectations gap that currently separates them.
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FEAR AND ANXIETY
Across demographic characteristics (i.e., age, ethnicity, 
academic background, educational goals, path to college), 
students in this investigation expressed a tremendous 
amount of fear and anxiety about their educational trajec-
tories and their ability to succeed in college. Frequently, 
student fears stemmed from past experiences of failure 
in school, which students viewed as “objective evidence 
of their academic inadequacy” (p. ). Their self-doubts 
were heightened because students recognized that com-
munity college was the least discriminating level of higher 
education. Cox notes, “For fearful students, every interac-
tion in the classroom and with their professors outside of 
class holds the potential to confirm their feelings of inad-
equacy” (p. 1).

Cox states that, ironically, the fear of failure was so para-
lyzing for some students that it became the source of their 
own undoing. In order to avoid the possibility of failure, 
students engaged in “passive strategies of disengagement” 
(p. 0) and self-defeating behaviors (e.g., not participating 
in class, avoiding certain exams, dropping classes before 
grades were posted).

Cox indicates that students were inclined to attribute 
feelings of confusion and making mistakes to their own 
academic deficiencies rather than to the sometimes dif-
ficult process of learning new skills or information. Yet 
Piaget and others describe the process of resolving dis-
crepancies between old and new knowledge as the way 
in which learning occurs (Kelehear and Heid 00). For 
students who were able to overcome their fears, academic 
performance often exceeded their own initial expectations 
and thereby provided evidence that they could, in fact, 
succeed in the classroom.

FINANCIAL MOTIVATION

With few exceptions, students identified their primary 
motivation for attending college as economic. Students 
sought greater occupational prospects and increased fi-
nancial stability and therefore viewed college attendance 
as an investment in their future earning potential. Accord-
ing to Cox, students were constantly engaged in a process 
of weighing short-term loss (opportunity costs) with the 
potential for long-term gain (greater stability, higher 
wages). These financial considerations often dictated 
whether and when students could attend college as well 

as “how long to attend, what kind of degree to obtain, and 
how to earn a degree most efficiently” (p. 9).

Students who employed this cost-benefit analysis ap-
proach to college frequently scaled back their academic 
goals in favor of educational credentials that potentially 
could provide more immediate financial benefits. Further, 
students assessed the value of courses on the courses’ abil-
ity to contribute toward their immediate needs; students 
perceived courses not directly related to their career goals 
as a waste of both time and money.

STUDENT UNDERSTANDING OF LEARNING

Over the course of a semester, student attitudes toward 
their classes most frequently shifted from positive to nega-
tive. Cox writes, “I found myself surprised by the extent of 
disappointment that students express and the frequency 
with which students moved from initial optimism to dis-
illusionment” (p. 78). The ultimate pragmatists, students 
exerted more effort if they perceived a course to be worth-
while or of practical value to their career aspirations. On 
the other hand, if students deemed the course objectives 
to be irrelevant, they would do the minimum required to 
pass. Cox observes that this “just get it over with” attitude 
“manifests itself in minimal effort, disengagement, and, 
most likely minimal learning” (p. 77).

According to Cox, “students’ understanding of what is 
worth learning—as well as how one goes about learning…
is often incompatible with faculty members’ expectations 
of college students” (p. 8). She notes that community col-
lege students’ ideas about what they should be learning are 
“not necessarily congruent with their professors’ assump-
tions” (p. 8). These mismatched expectations frequently 
led to feelings of frustration and miscommunication and 
ultimately undermined the learning environment.

STUDENT AND FACULTY INTERACTIONS

Researchers have demonstrated the limitations of the teach-
ing-as-telling (i.e., lecture) style of instruction (Prosser and 
Trigwell 1999, Ramsden 199), yet it continues to be the 
predominant method of instruction at the postsecondary 
level. Consequently, the lecture style of teaching persis-
tently shapes the expectations of postsecondary students 
and faculty regarding the classroom experience.

In accordance with historical notions of the professor 
as the authority, students in this investigation expected 



College & University |  88 

instructors to “profess” their knowledge through tradi-
tional classroom-style lectures; they viewed alternative 
methods (e.g., discussion, peer review) as “unworthy of 
college-level instruction” (p. 11). In other words, students 
equated the absence of a lecture with the absence of in-
struction.

Students described “good instruction” as professors’ 
presenting their subject-matter expertise (which students 
would be expected to parrot), maintaining an orderly 
classroom, and controlling student participation. In turn, 
the students’ role was “to accept and passively consume” 
(p. 97). According to Cox, problems in the classroom 
cannot be attributed to “inadequate teaching techniques, 
unprepared students, or weak course content” (p. 11). 
Rather, student anger and frustration with active learning 
and engagement activities are rooted in their deeply held 
beliefs about what college-level instruction should entail.

BRIDGING THE GAP

According to Cox, faculty members who are able to di-
vorce themselves from the lecture-style format and achieve 
learning outcomes exhibited specific characteristics, in-
cluding an ability to demonstrate subject-matter mastery 
and explain concepts in sufficient detail for students to 
understand; a focus on interpersonal relationships; and 
expectations that students will perform rigorous academic 
work. One student described such an instructor as being 
“highly educated but much less threatening than a typical 
professor” (p. 10).

Perceived by students as content experts, such instruc-
tors also were “engaged in strategies aimed at alleviating 
students’ anxieties and provided students with constant 
encouragement” (p. 17). For example, instructors en-
couraged students to “participate in low-stakes writing ex-
ercises during class sessions” so they could provide positive 
feedback and gauge students’ writing skills prior to grad-
ing their first assigned essay (p. 18). Students responded 
well to such informal writing assignments because they 
counted toward the overall grade in the course (as partici-
pation) but were not assigned a specific grade.

These observations are consistent with Lang’s (01) 
recommendations that students should be given multiple 
opportunities to demonstrate learning and to develop 
competencies through low-stakes assessments and in-class 
activities. Cox notes that short writing assignments pro-

vide opportunities for instructors and students to build 
rapport with one another and to address issues in such 
a way that students do not feel “belittled, overwhelmed, 
and demoralized” by instructor feedback (p. 1). She 
concludes that for students—particularly those with the 
greatest fears—success “depended on and consisted of 
gaining confidence” in their ability to succeed in college 
(p. 1).

BEYOND THE CLASSROOM

Cox suggests that community colleges could do more 
to introduce students to the expectations and culture of 
higher education. She notes that academic culture is based 
on “particular habits of thinking, acting, speaking, and 
writing that are often incomprehensible and alienating 
to people outside academia” (p. 10). Additionally, many 
students encounter difficulties in moving away from the 
strategies that helped them in high school (e.g., memoriza-
tion, rote learning) and toward those that professors ex-
pect college students to utilize, such as applying concepts 
to new situations (i.e., critical thinking).

Cox further notes that, in general, institutions focus 
more attention on “regulating students’ entrances and 
exits” (p. 1) than on investigating root causes of stu-
dents’ struggles in the classroom. Institutional strategies 
for improvement include “(a) changing the entry-level 
assessment tool, (b) adjusting the cutoff scores for place-
ment in remedial courses, and (c) developing exit tests for 
writing courses” (p. 1). Cox suggests, however, that these 
adjustments are only exercises in maintaining standards 
and thereby filter out students who do not meet the stan-
dards. She advocates for reframing the situation to assess 
the extent to which courses address actual student needs; 
reviewing classroom practices that promote student suc-
cess; and conducting a comprehensive audit to better un-
derstand the reasons for student withdrawal and failure.

Finally, Cox notes that “tweaking the curriculum has 
allowed colleges both to attend to college instruction in 
a symbolic way and to negotiate compromises among in-
terested stakeholders, all without addressing what really 
happens inside college classrooms” (p. 18). In essence, 
to truly address student learning, educators must adopt a 
more sophisticated vision of teaching and learning. This 
new vision would supplant the classical notion of the 
professional model in which classroom environments are 
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designed specifically for lecture-style courses and faculty 
members are rewarded for “professing” with a relational 
model in which faculty members are encouraged to de-
velop a rich understanding of student expectations and 
preconceptions about college in order to apply pedagogi-
cal strategies that more effectively meet students’ ever-
growing learning needs.

SUMMARY

The College Fear Factor may be especially relevant for fac-
ulty members and community college administrators who 
are interested in developing a deeper understanding of 
community college student behaviors and decision-mak-
ing processes. Cox provides a nuanced perspective regard-
ing student perceptions of faculty, noting a distinction 
between “excellent professors” and “professors who relate.” 
Accordingly, “excellent professors” focus on subject-mat-
ter expertise whereas “professors who relate” demonstrate 
subject-matter expertise but focus on interpersonal rela-
tions. Cox proposes that “professors who relate” are better 
able to “come down to students’ level” and at the same time 
command respect and maintain high levels of academic 
rigor (p. 118), all of which match student expectations.

Cox provides rich, descriptive details about student 
challenges and successes in the community college setting. 
She utilizes sound qualitative research techniques, includ-
ing extensive interviewing and prolonged engagement in 
the field (Butler-Kisber 010). While not overgeneraliz-

ing her findings, Cox provides well-informed insights and 
observations that could easily be translated to other com-
munity college settings and beyond.

Cox offers clear and compelling evidence of the ob-
stacles that students in her sample faced, but she offers 
few potential remedies for institutions working to im-
prove teaching and learning in the classroom or for those 
striving to more effectively align professors’ and students’ 
expectations for learning. Toward the end of the final 
chapter, however, Cox does discuss an emerging body of 
research on teaching that she refers to as the scholarship 
of teaching and learning. A more descriptive account of 
this research as well as a call to action may have made this 
thoughtful and provocative work even more effective.
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