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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how enrollment in 15 credit hours during the 

first semester influenced a first-time-in-college (FTIC), first-generation (FG) student’s 

perceptions of their academic momentum, their academic and social integration, and their 

persistence to graduation, at the conclusion of their first year of attendance.  

The research problem explored the lived experience of first-generation, freshmen students 

who attended a Midwest university that recently implemented the academic momentum 

approached known as 15 to Finish. Research questions sought to exam the influence of pre-entry 

factors on enrollment decisions, the experiences during the first year that enhanced or diminished 

academic and social integration and the overall perception of momentum achieved, based on 

Tinto’s Theory of Student Departure.  

The qualitative interpretative case study was conducted using a participant screener, dyad 

and triad interviews, and document review. The participant pool was identified by university 

personnel and recruited using the university Qualtrics system. A survey was administered 

allowing students to sign up for the study. Data collection was accomplished via Zoom and 

Dedoose was used to manage the date, create codes, and derive themes.  

Study findings indicate the participants, all first-generation, scholarship recipients who 

enrolled in at least 15 credit hours their first semester, experienced short-lived academic 

momentum as defined by credit accumulation. Students reported integration in the formal 

academic system and limited integration in the informal social system as a result of their 

enrollment. Additionally, students noted that they attributed much of their momentum to 

attributes and factors outside of their enrolled course load. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The increasing focus on student college completion over the last decade, together with 

reports of a national student debt crisis, required the higher education industry to look for ways 

to improve student outcomes and led to the promotion of an approach to completion called 

academic momentum. The academic momentum perspective is defined as the speed with which 

an undergraduate student makes initial progress on their degree program. Academic momentum, 

with its tripodal foundation, has been found to have a positive impact on college completion 

(Adelman, 1999, 2006; Attewell & Douglas, 2014; Attewell & Monaghan, 2016). The first leg 

requires that progress and completion be tied to initial academic course load and progress. The 

second leg declares that momentum is an effect beyond high school preparation, socioeconomic 

status, and student background, and third, that there are activities and practices that can enhance 

or diminish momentum (Attewell et al., 2012; Attewell & Monaghan, 2016; Martin et al., 2013). 

Academic momentum, when defined as completion of 15 credit hours a semester, is said to result 

in shorter time to college completion, decreased student loan debt and increased four-year 

graduation rates (Attewell et al., 2012; Attewell & Monaghan, 2016; Jenkins & Bailey, 2017; 

Nietzel, 2019; Watson Spiva, 2019). Some suggest this treatment is especially effective for 

students who are known to enroll in fewer credit hours, including those with weak academic 

preparation and those with low socioeconomic status, like students whose parents have limited or 

no college education (Attewell & Monaghan, 2016; Watson Spiva, 2019). The underlying 

assumptions for academic momentum and the ties to credit hour enrollment are that students who 

are enrolled in a large number of credit hours are so integrated into the academic life of the 

university that other distractions are crowded out, resulting in a level of focus and commitment 
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that leads to academic success, retention and ultimately graduation (Adelman, 1999, 2004; Astin, 

1984; Attewell et al., 2012; Bers & Schuetz, 2014; Kember, 1999; Tinto, 1975, 1990, 1993).  

The term first-generation was defined by the Higher Education Act (1965) as those 

enrolled students whose parents or guardians had not earned a bachelor’s degree. An increasing 

percentage of all students, first-generation students are known to complete fewer credits, have 

greater needs for remediation, earn lower grades, and are more likely to withdraw from or repeat 

classes. Additionally, they have lower retention and graduation rates compared to continuing-

generation students (Chen & Carroll, 2005; Flores et al., 2017; Ishitani, 2006; Sanacore & 

Palumbo, 2016). The National Association for Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) 

Center for First-Generation Student Success (2019b) reported the national six-year, bachelor’s 

degree graduation rate for first-generation students as 20% compared to 49% for continuing 

generation students. Increased federal accountability for graduation has required college 

administrators to strengthen retention and success efforts to close the achievement gaps for first-

generation and other underserved students.  

Statement of the Problem 

In 2009, Complete College America (CCA) was created “to advocate for increasing 

college completion rates, addressing equity gaps and promoting policies that improve student 

success” (Complete College America, 2009, p. 1). CCA advocated that states adopt six specific 

strategies that they believed would change the game and help all students succeed in college, 

including 15 to Finish. The 15 to Finish initiative encouraged, and in some cases mandated, 

students to enroll in 15 credit hours each semester to amass 120 credit hours within four years – 

resulting in on time completion. The president of Complete College America stood before a 

crowd of hundreds on June 17, 2019 at the National Student Success Conference and read a slide 
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from her deck, credited to CCA, that identified the best strategy for reducing the cost of college 

is to ensure more students take the credits needed to graduate on time, that is, within four years 

as defined by CCA (Watson Spiva, 2019). Legislators, state educational boards, and university 

administrators in 37 states have adopted 15 to Finish. Most of those same 37 states now include 

performance on 15 to Finish in annual funding formulas for public higher education institutions, 

making on-time completion a high stakes game for colleges and universities. 

Students enrolled in a heavier course load are said to be more immersed and committed 

to their studies which should lead to greater retention and on-time graduation four years after 

first enrollment (Astin, 1984; Bers & Schuetz, 2014; Kember, 1999; Tinto, 1993). The initiative 

15 to Finish is supposed to shorten time to completion, which is said to also lessen student debt. 

Enrolling in 15 hours per semester is suggested to allow a student to complete a 120-hour 

program in four years.  

Despite wide adoption of 15 to Finish as a solution for low four-year graduation rates, 

rates have only improved by 12% over nearly 17 years, from 26% for the cohort starting at all 

public four-year institutions in 1996 to 38.8% for the cohort that started in 2012, performance is 

well short of the desired doubled rate.  The six-year graduation rate improved by 9.5% over the 

same time period from 51.7% to 61.2% (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019). Nearly 

40 percent of students did not graduate in six years and fewer in four. Additionally, the 2008 

goal set by then President Obama to have over 60% of American’s 25-34 with college degrees or 

certificates has stalled at just under 48% (Marcus, 2019). 

Changing Demographics of the Student Body 

No longer are the majority of college students upper and middle class, continuing-

generation, full-time students straight from high schools where a college prep curriculum was 
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available (U.S. Department of Education, 2019). Nationally, 50% of all students at two- and 

four-year colleges are first-generation, 30% of today’s college students are part-time students, 

26% work full time jobs while enrolled, nearly half are post-traditional (over the age of 24), and 

28% are parents (Dovey-Fishman et al., 2017). These student demographics do not fit well into a 

one-size-fits-all strategy. These identities, and their intersections, have characteristics that make 

it difficult to successfully integrate, academically or socially, into the traditional university 

framework. These student populations are known to need additional support during their journey 

through higher education (Jenkins et al., 2009), and universities have yet to adapt to meet these 

needs in a consistent manner. 

Academically and socially similar students who initially enrolled in 15 credit hour have 

significantly higher six-year graduation rates (Attewell & Monaghan, 2016; Calcagno et al., 

2007; Jenkins & Bailey, 2017) and transfer to four-year universities at higher rates (Bradburn et 

al., 2001; Doyle, 2009, 2011). Students who enroll in 15 hours or more are more financially-

secure, graduates from rigorous high schools with strong academic backgrounds, and continuing-

generation students who enroll immediately after high school graduation. The profile of the 

student who takes less than 15 credit hours is significantly different and well documented to 

include those with limited income, graduates from less rigorous high schools, students who 

identify as first-generation status, or those attending college as adult learners (Attewell et al., 

2012; Attewell & Monaghan, 2016). Students either are or are not academically and socially 

similar based on individual and social characteristics such as family background, prior schooling, 

social economic status, and other family attributes. These same characteristics are known to 

impact student integration, retention, and graduation and are noted differences between the 

diversifying student body and the historically traditional enrollees. 
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Changing Enrollment Patterns  

Just as the demographics of today’s college students are changing, so are the paths to 

earning a degree. It is common to find students using myriad ways to buy college credits on the 

cheap and use credentials earned at one level of education to fund additional education, often 

referred to as stacking credentials (Sledge & Dovey Fishman, 2014). Some students enroll in 

college course work while still in high school, commonly referred to as dual or concurrent 

enrollment; enroll in multiple institutions at the same time or double-dip; or swirl back and forth 

between institutions to take advantage of lower course fees at one or more institutions.  

Earning credit prior to full-time college enrollment is a trend that is disruptive to the 15 to 

Finish campaign and its implementation. Thirty-four percent of all high school students report 

earning some postsecondary credit in high school. Eighty-six percent of those students earned 

credit at their high school before actually becoming a degree-bound student (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2019). Earning college credits during high school is often seen as a cost-effective way 

to begin a college career. Dual and concurrent enrollment are also seen as ways that high school 

students, including those that are first-generation, can get ahead or create momentum and 

improve on-time graduation rates (Wang et al., 2015). 

Double-dipping and swirling (McCormick, 2003) are other ways that budget-conscious 

students decrease the cost of a degree and complicate 15 credit hour per semester enrollment 

goals. Double-dipping occurs when a student enrolls in multiple institutions at once, usually a 

community college where general education classes can be purchased for roughly half the cost 

charged at the four-year university. An enrollment swirl takes place when students move back 

and forth between institutions throughout their degree program often enrolling in as many credit 

hours as they can afford with the budget available at the time. One semester a student may find 
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themselves at a four-year institution and at the local community college the next. This also 

defines students who attend one institution during the academic year and another during the 

summer, usually in their hometown where lodging is not an additional cost. Generally speaking, 

only the last 30-60 hours of a degree must be completed from the degree-granting institution 

(Moldoff, 2019). The remainder can be a combination of credits from multiple institutions if they 

fit into the degree plan as equivalent to those offered by the degree-granting campus. 

University Adaptation 

The 15 to Finish approach reinforces historic enrollment patterns from a time when 

college students were more homogenous, with fewer time demands, rather than redefining 

education with a focus on the future. Defining academic success as enrollment in 15 credit hours 

per semester automatically means that many students will not succeed. Some students are unable 

to fully meet this standard of integration into the university’s academic system, due to either their 

pre-college preparation or performance, unidentified academic goals, uncertain commitments to 

completion, lack of financial resources, or competing obligations. Academic integration is also 

impacted by student work schedules, life-distractions, and experiences had on the campus that 

may have negatively impacted the student’s commitment to their educational pursuit (Tinto, 

1975, 1993, 2016). 

The ways in which students engage with and receive services in higher education is 

complex and this is further exacerbated by external forces. Business and industry leaders are 

calling for and, in some cases, creating customized college learning and experiences, where 

students create educational pathways tailored to their specific interests, abilities and 

commitments. This re-imagining of how one goes to college is in direct conflict with the 

definition of success as enrollment in 15 credit hours per semester with expected graduation four 
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years from date of admission (Inside Higher Ed, 2019; Rouhiainen, 2019; Sharma et al., 2017).  

Learning more about first-generation student perceptions of academic momentum as 

related to 15 to Finish, what influences their enrollment decisions, and how those decisions 

impact their academic experiences and success (on-time graduation) can inform university 

enrollment policies such as required scholarship course loads, degree pathways, summer course 

offerings, and student enrollment patterns. Each of the aforementioned areas for learning impacts 

student enrollment and enrollment controls university budgets and resource allocations. Those 

universities that learn how to educate and graduate the student showing up on their campuses 

today will grow, while others will struggle to survive the exponential changes in demographics, 

enrollment patterns and even use of technologies currently happening to higher education.  

The preponderance of research on academic momentum has been conducted using 

transcript analysis and propensity score matching (Attewell & Douglas, 2014; Attewell & 

Monaghan, 2016; Bound et al., 2010; Bound et al., 2012; Doyle, 2009, 2011). Several studies 

focus on community colleges, which enroll a large percentage of the nation’s first-generation 

students (U.S. Department of Education, 2019), yet few have expressly focused on the 

perceptions of academic momentum of first-generation college students at four-year universities, 

one of the largest growing populations on college campuses today (McFarland et al., 2019). This 

dissertation is unique as it will introduce the first-generation student voice into the literature 

where primarily quantitative analysis currently exists. An underlying assumption to the 15 to 

Finish strategy and university implementation is that every student begins college with a plan to 

graduate in four years. Rarely are students queried as to their vision or road map to success. The 

introduction of the student voice will provide much needed context to the on-time completion 

discussion and allow students to share their interpretations of academic momentum and if and 
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how it is achieved. This study examined, through the lens of Tinto’s Theory of Student 

Integration (1993), how enrollment in 15 credit hours during the first semester influenced a first-

time-in-college (FTIC), first-generation (FG) student’s perception of their academic momentum, 

their academic integration and their persistence to graduation, at the conclusion of their first year.  

As the demographics of U.S. colleges change, more knowledge is needed to support 

students of diverse backgrounds. The intersectionality of student identities makes the focus on 

first-generation students an imperative. According to NASPA (2019a), 56% of undergraduate 

students have parents who do not have a bachelor’s degree. This number is larger than any other 

of the noted diversity characteristics. First-generation students are represented across the racial 

spectrum with 25% of White and Asian, 41% of African American and 61% of Latinx students 

classified as such (Postsecondary National Policy Institute, 2019). Large percentages of part-

time, post-traditional, and limited income students are also first in their families to graduate from 

college. It is clear in both the research and the data that efforts to increase local and national 

completion rates have remained nearly stagnant, at the same time the new student populations 

increase (Complete College America, 2009). 

 Federal leaders and legislators have increased accountability measures for colleges and 

universities (Lederman & Fain, 2017; Rubin & Hearn, 2018). State leaders have implemented 

performance-based funding in an effort to do the same (Jones, 2014; Obergfell, 2018). University 

administrators are expected to improve completion rates and on-time graduation for all students. 

CCA introduced a widely-adopted strategy that the literature has shown to have varied impact on 

the four-year graduation rates of some of the very students who are enrolling in record numbers. 

Instead of decreasing time to completion and student debt burden, universal adherence could 

cause some students to spend both more money and time on their pursuit of a degree.  
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Theoretical Framework  

 The proposed study uses the theoretical propositions of Vincent Tinto on college 

integration and departure to explore perceptions of academic momentum of first-generation 

college students in the context of credit hour enrollment. Selected because of its ability to 

demonstrate the relationships between pre-college characteristics, like parent educational 

attainment and social economic status, and commitment and integration as represented by 

enrollment, retention and graduation, Tinto’s work is based on Durkheim’s Theory of Suicide 

(1951). The theory posited that suicide, or departure, could originate from social issues instead of 

linking ideation to individual characteristics. He argued that social integration and connectedness 

could insulate an individual from suicide (departure) and conversely, those that were less 

integrated would be more likely to commit suicide (depart).  

 Tinto equated a decision to terminate one’s commitment to life and the decision to 

terminate one’s commitment to degree completion or drop out. Tinto’s theory is commonly cited 

in the more recent work around academic momentum and tied to the 15 to Finish campaign 

(Attewell et al., 2012; Tinto, 2016). Policy proponents argue that enrolling in 15 credit hours the 

first semester leads to better integration of the individual into the common life of students and 

allows the student to more deeply experience college culture than what would be afforded by 12 

– 14 hour enrollment or a more occasional or part-time experience. Tinto (1993) called that deep 

level of engagement academic and social integration.  

Tinto further suggested that students enter the college setting because of or despite their 

family background, previously acquired skills and abilities, and the preparedness afforded by 

their prior schooling. These pre-entry attributes cannot be changed by the attending college or 

university, yet, according to Tinto, they impact a student’s intentions, goals, and level of 



 
 

10 
 

commitment to the educational process.   

Once a student is enrolled, they must integrate into the academic systems, and best-case 

scenario, the social systems of the institution. The academic system, as shown in Figure 1, 

comprises the formal subsystem, including classes, grades and intellectual development, and the 

informal subsystem, which encompasses faculty interventions and academic experiences  

outside the traditional college classroom. University personnel desire full integration for every 

student. Enrollment in 15 credit hours, with ample time to complete homework, study 

individually, participate in study groups and engage in leadership or research experiences aligned 

with the curriculum would signify optimal academic integration.  

 

Figure 1. Tinto's Theory of Student Integration (College Dropout). (Tinto, 1997) 

Tinto illustrated the social system consisting of extra- and co-curricular activities. Social 

integration is measured by both quality and quantity of time spent interacting with peers and 

engaged in community with others on similar paths. Students who are retained and ultimately 
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complete college are those that have membership in the campus community (Tinto, 1990). 

Students who are academically integrated can succeed, even without total social integration. The 

converse is not true, but both are optimal.  

Students must academically integrate to maintain commitment and achieve completion. 

Integration itself is not the goal. Integration is important as an indication of commitments to the 

pursuit of college graduation. “These commitments, are themselves the result of the person's 

perception of the benefits (e.g., academic attainments, personal satisfactions, friendships) and the 

costs (e.g., financial, time, dissatisfactions, academic failures) of his attendance at college” 

(Tinto, 1990, p. 98). 

 Enrollment in more courses during the first and subsequent semesters has proven to result 

in academic momentum for some students. Tinto argues that enrollment decisions, including the 

quantity of courses and enrollment pattern (double-dipping, swirling, or straight enrollment) are 

affected by a student’s pre-entry factors and a demonstration of their goal commitment. 

Academic performance and successive collegiate achievements, including subsequent 

enrollment, are a part of the academic integration of a student. Tinto’s theory contextualizes 

academic integration as a product of academic momentum for students who are entering college 

for the first time.  

First-Generation Student Integration 

First-generation college students are known to need additional supports to substitute for 

knowledge needed that parents are unable to provide and the lack of social capital that comes 

with intergenerational college attendance (Garriott et al., 2015). Information about enrollment, 

campus culture, and expectations can be a mystery to students who are navigating college as a 

first-generation student (Hicks, 2003). This is especially true for those students that graduate 
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from low-performing schools or have remedial academic needs. The historically connected 

factors associated with attending lower performing schools and the lack of preparation indicated 

by lower standardized test scores can cause students to doubt their abilities. Students with the 

aforementioned pre-collegiate attributes may have different intentions, goals, and commitments 

to their education. These students often battle impostor syndrome and face doubts about their 

ability to succeed in a collegiate setting (Chen & Carroll, 2005; Ishitani, 2006). While externally 

committed to higher education, when challenged, many students depart due to failed integration 

and connection. Pre-entry attributes can support or diminish a student’s overall commitment to 

higher education. 

Students with little financial wherewithal often commit to enrollment based on the 

availability of funding. “First-generation students are more likely to apply for financial aid, 

borrow, and take out larger loans than their peers” (Furquim et al., 2017, p. 1). The average cost 

of tuition and fees at a public college for the 2018-2019 academic year was $9,716 and $35,676 

for a private school (Powell, 2018). Living on campus in residence halls costs an additional 

$10,000 to $20,000 (Powell, 2018). The average Pell Grant awards for 2018-2019 was $4,160, 

covering just 59% of tuition and fees and only 28% of tuition, fees, room and board at a four-year 

public university (CollegeBoard, 2019). Students with a gap between aid and costs must often 

prioritize work to pay for school.  

Simply put, for some students the number of courses enrolled each semester is a function 

of the availability of funds rather than their commitment or desire to complete. Funding shortages 

can lead to intermittent, double dipping, or swirling enrollment patterns to make college as 

affordable as possible. The need to work to sustain oneself and or one’s family can also interfere 

with educational goals. The proliferation, of and ability to use, stackable credentials means more 
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students can work while earning a bachelor’s degree (Sledge & Dovey Fishman, 2014). 

  Students who are academically integrated can succeed, even without total social 

integration. Co- and extra-curricular activities require additional time and financial resources that 

many students do not have to spare. Yolanda Spiva Watson, CCA President, (2019) said it plainly 

when she stated “that these kids [first-generation, limited-income students] don’t have time to 

find themselves like rich kids.” They need to earn a degree. Tinto’s theory would offer that 

finding themselves via integration is key to earning that degree.  

Purpose of this Study 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how enrollment in 15 credit hours during the 

first semester influenced first-time-in-college, first-generation student’s perceptions of their 

academic momentum, their academic integration, and their persistence to graduation, at the 

conclusion of their first year. The research explored the factors that influenced student 

enrollment decisions, the importance students assigned to credit course load in their integration 

and commitment to graduation and their experiences of momentum over the year. This 

qualitative study introduced the student voice, which is nearly absent in the literature, and focus 

on the lived experience of those students who initially attempted 15 or more credit hours and 

finished fewer (dropped courses), those who attempted and successfully completed 15 or more 

credit hours, and those that attempted 15 and ended the semester on probation.  

Research Questions 

 The central, overarching question of this study was informed by Tinto’s description of 

academic and social integration, student commitment and the resulting momentum which leads 

to graduation (Tinto, 1993, 2016). The path of inquiry examines how enrollment in 15 credit 

hours during the first semester of college influenced a FTIC, first-generation student’s 
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experience with and perceptions of each component of the theory, at the conclusion of the first 

year. The three research questions for this study interrogate pre-entry factors, campus 

experiences and perceived academic momentum where 15 credit hour enrollment is used as 

proxy for academic momentum. 

1. What are the pre-entry factors that influence first-time-in-college, first-generation

student’s initial credit hour enrollment?

2. What experiences, factors, or activities during the first year of enrollment enhanced or

diminished academic and social integration?

3. What experiences, factors, or activities during the first year of enrollment enhanced or

diminished perceptions of academic momentum (rate of speed towards completion)?

Definition of Terms 

Academic momentum perspective: The speed at which a student initially progresses through a 

degree program will impact their likelihood of completing a degree, controlling for academic 

preparation and socioeconomic status (Adelman, 1999; Attewell et al., 2012). 

 Credit momentum: Academic momentum earned when attempting at least 15 credits in the first 

semester of college or 30 hours the first year (Jenkins & Bailey, 2017). 

Continuing college student: A student who has at least one parent with a bachelor’s degree or 

higher (RTI International, 2019a) 

First-generation college student: A student for whom neither parent nor guardian earned a 

bachelor’s degree. (Office of Planning and Analysis, 2019; RTI International, 2019b). 

First-time-in-college (FTIC): Students who are matriculating high school seniors who have no 

post-secondary earned hours after their high school graduation date and enroll directly in a 

university after their high school graduation; FTIC students may carry enough college credit to 
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start as sophomores or juniors. (Office of Planning and Analysis, 2019). 

Gateway momentum: Academic Momentum gained with successful completion of college-level 

math and English in the first year (Jenkins & Bailey, 2017). 

Performance-based funding: Policies which require state budgeting decisions to be based on a 

higher education institution’s performance on pre-determined metrics (Obergfell, 2018). 

Post-traditional student: A diverse group of adult learners, full-time employees, low income 

students, students who commute to school, and working parents. They usually meet one of the 

following additional criteria: delayed enrollment, working full-time, attend school part-time, 

have dependents or are financially independent.  

Program momentum: Academic momentum earned as a result of taking and passing at least nine 

credits in a major field of study during the first year (Jenkins & Bailey, 2017).  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This literature review provides an overview of the academic momentum perspective 

including its latest iteration, 15 to Finish, in the context of the larger college completion agenda. 

This section explicates why academic momentum matters, how the literature says academic 

momentum is achieved and for whom, including diverse student populations, students attending 

selective and non-selective institutions and even students enrolled in different types of academic 

programs. Current studies report varied levels of success related to momentum hinging on credit 

hour enrollment as a strategy to improve academic integration and on-time or four-year 

bachelor’s degree completion.  

Academic Momentum: Context and Evolution 

The 15 to Finish strategy that sits at the center of the college completion agenda is based 

on the theory of academic momentum and the result of a series of economic, political, and social 

forces. The increasing cost of college attendance and the proliferation of for-profit colleges 

combined with the divesture of state legislatures in higher education led to a phenomena of 

increased college loan debt in America. National Lending Tree, a leader in the student loan 

industry, reported that “69% of graduates in the class of 2018 graduated with an average of 

nearly $30,000 [of debt] and 14% of their parents accessed federal Parent PLUS loans to the tune 

of $35,600” (Debt statistics for 2019, 2019). The fact that Americans have more student loan 

debt than credit card debt is a common media headline.  

 The student loan crisis led to questions about the value of a college education and higher 

education governing bodies and government officials mounted a response. One of the most 

popular responses was performance-based funding. As of summer 2018, 37 states, including 
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several in the mid-west, had adopted some form of performance-based funding to hold higher 

education institutions accountable for student outcomes and to control costs (Obergfell, 2018). 

While the metrics for performance-based funding may differ among states, most include a metric 

related to credentials awarded and/or time to completion, using both four- and six-year 

graduation rates.  

 At the same time, the federal government, under then President Obama, invested in 

students and increased accountability. With a pronounced goal of increasing the percent of 

Americans who held college degrees, the Obama Administration revamped the federal loan 

program and tied federal aid to “how colleges compared on affordability, student completion 

rates and the earnings of graduates” (Lederman & Fain, 2017, p. 5). When Obama took the oath 

of office, only 42% of American’s held an associate degree or higher, the United States ranked 

9th in the world in degree production and only half of all undergraduates completed a college 

degree in six years. By 2010 the six-year graduation rates for first-time, full-time students who 

began pursuing a bachelor’s degree was only 60%. The four-year graduation rate for the same 

cohort was only 40%, and 40% percent of the 2010 cohort had no credential after six years, but 

in most cases, they did have loan debt. Adding insult to injury, projections showed that more 

than 60% of future jobs would require education beyond high school (Brandon, 2009).  

The American Graduation Initiative: Setting the Stage for Academic Momentum 

The American Graduation Initiative (AGI), crafted by the Obama administration and 

funded with a $12 billion dollar pledge in 2008, changed the focus of higher education from 

access to completion and career readiness with the goal of adding five million adults with 

certificates or degrees to the workforce (Complete College America, 2009). Prompted by the 

need for high-skilled workers in the 21st century global economy and the 2008 economic crisis, 
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completion became the new definition of success for American community colleges (Brandon, 

2009; Rubin & Hearn, 2018). 

AGI was expected to extend opportunities for formal education for most high school 

graduates to include at least two years of college, which could be covered with federal aid in the 

form of either Pell grants or Perkins loans. The marker for success for the AGI was made clear, 

on-time completion or bachelor’s degree attainment within four years of enrollment. State 

systems increased their focus on transfer and articulation agreements, colleges, and universities 

redesigned bachelor’s degree programs to require only 120 credit hours, and academic units 

updated degree maps to show paths to completion in four years. The AGI ultimately led to the 

college completion agenda, several evidence-based strategies, including 15 to Finish.  

Academic Momentum: An Evolving Definition 

The term academic momentum was first coined by Clifford Adelman (1999, 2006) when 

he identified a litany of momentum measures including: high school preparation, course load (a 

proxy for quantity of effort), grade point average (a proxy for quality for effort), withdrawal or 

repetition of course work, summer term credit generation, and continuous enrollment. Adelman’s 

(1999) momentum was originally defined as full-time or a 12-hour credit load with successful 

completion of at least 20 credit hours by the end of the first academic year. The 12-hour rule, on 

which Adelman’s research was based, was established by the reauthorization of the Higher 

Education Amendments of 1992, (section 481(a)(2)) to define a week of instructional time. The 

law required, then and now, that students complete at least 24 semester hours over 30 weeks to 

be considered a full-time, undergraduate student, eligible for federal financial aid (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2001). Since most schools provide education in semesters, students 

enrolled in 12 hours each semester are to amass 24 credits in an academic year.  
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Adelman’s original definition of momentum focused on completed hours (20), not those 

enrolled (24) and articulated academic momentum as both a behavior and the manifestation of 

the behavior. In contrast to Adelman, Attewell, Heil and Riesel (2012) defined momentum based 

on the number of credits attempted in the first semester rather than credits completed, separate 

from high school preparation and family socioeconomic status. Attewell proposed that academic 

momentum was restricted to behavioral causes for rapid credit accumulation. It was later said of 

Attewell that he believed that “completion was the result of momentum rather than momentum 

per se” (Wang et al., 2015, p. 170). Attewell’ s most recent definition specifies that academic 

momentum is the speed of progress towards a degree because of credit accumulation.  

The definition of academic momentum evolves in the literature and the standard for 

achievement is everchanging. Attewell et al. (2012) recommended avoidance of low course loads 

in the first semester or part-time enrollment where part-time meant attempting fewer than 12 

hours including hours in remedial courses. He later changed the recommendation to suggest that 

academic momentum is created when students enroll in 15 hours per semester (Attewell & 

Monaghan, 2016). Some researchers focused on the first semester (Adelman, 1999, 2006; 

Calcagno et al., 2007; Jenkins & Cho, 2013). Wang et al. (2015) highlighted annual credit hour 

enrollment and Davidson (2014a; 2017) includes the second year to amass 60 credit hours.  

Per the literature, the list of ways to achieve academic momentum continues to grow. 

Academic momentum can be accomplished in many ways. Delayed entry (Wittrock, 2010), 

bridge program participation and or summer enrollment (Attewell et al., 2012; Attewell & 

Monaghan, 2016), taking and passing pathway appropriate college level math and English in the 

first academic year (Jenkins & Bailey, 2017), first-term grade point average (Wang et al., 2015), 

taking and passing at least nine semester credits (three courses) in the student’s field of study in 
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the first academic year (Jenkins & Bailey, 2017) are those attributed to early attendance. A 

combination of factors including 30 credit hours earned at the end of the first year (Davidson, 

2014a), and an additional 30 credit hours (i.e., 60 credit hours) at the end of the second year by 

Davidson (2014a) round out another set of options. Yet another perspective of momentum, 

studied in relation to prior learning, produced findings that suggest momentum can be found 

when new learning is connected to previous experiences. In spite of the various definitions and 

many ways to achieve academic momentum, 15 to Finish, or 15 credit hours each semester, 

gained the most traction as it is the strategy adopted and promoted by CCA. 

Academic Momentum in this Study 

This dissertation focused on momentum as a result of course load, 15 credit hours per 

semester, and academic integration. The theory of momentum has three foundational 

components, according to Martin et. al (2013). Academic momentum, or taking more courses to 

progress towards graduation faster, leads to better academic integration (Astin, 1984; Tinto, 

1975, 1990, 1993, 2016) because of active engagement in the academic ecosystem of an 

institution and the crowding out of activities or distractions. Attewell et. al. advanced that 

academic momentum as a result of enrollment in a heavy course load and early accomplishment 

would lead to greater self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977, 1997) and serve as the foundation for 

continued future success. Academic momentum is an effective mechanism regardless of pre-

college attributes or background characteristics, and actions and behaviors may influence 

momentum in positive or negative ways (Martin et al., 2013; Tinto, 1993).  

Why Academic Momentum Matters? 

The speed with which a student undertakes education influences completion (Adelman, 

1999; Attewell & Douglas, 2014; Attewell et al., 2012; Attewell & Monaghan, 2016; Belfield et 



 
 

21 
 

al., 2016; Calcagno et al., 2007; Doyle, 2009, 2011; Jenkins & Bailey, 2017; Leinbach & 

Jenkins, 2008). Academic momentum is said to account for 43% of the variance in rates of 

college completion (Adelman, 1999, 2004, 2006). Students who move faster, graduate at greater 

rates Adelman (1999).  

Educational attainment rates vary across racial groups and research consistently shows 

that minoritized students, who have a high likelihood of being first-generation college students, 

are more likely than their counterparts to leave college without an earned credential (Ishitani, 

2006; Sanacore & Palumbo, 2016). This is also true for all first-generation college students - the 

very students who have been enrolling in postsecondary programs in historic numbers. Their 

four-year graduation rate hovers just over 50%. The percentage gap in four-year graduation 

between first-generation students and continuing-generation students is 14.7%, and after six 

years the gap is still 14% (DeAngelo et al., 2011). Identifying strategies to improve success rates 

for this student population is a preoccupation for most colleges and universities.  

Drivers for the Implementation of Academic Momentum  

Academic momentum is heralded as a solution to shorten time to completion, increase 

graduation rates, and a way to decrease student debt, but not all the reasons for implementation 

are based on improving conditions for, or meeting the needs of, enrolled students. Education is 

often referred to as an economic good that is necessary to improve the productive capacity of a 

population (Almendarez, 2010). The modern iteration of academic momentum, 15 to Finish, was 

triggered by the need to provide skilled workers to business and industry (Sledge & Dovey 

Fishman, 2014). Universities and community colleges have obligations to support businesses and 

industries in local communities as a part of the larger mission of higher education. Companies 

support universities and expect that universities provide the workforce needed to be profitable. 
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Educational institutions are also beholden to state authorities. States that have adopted 

CCA principles, such as 15 to Finish, have done so to meet state performance standards linked to 

funding decisions (Rubin & Hearn, 2018). Institutions that want to remain fully funded need to 

meet goals related to increased graduation rates while decreasing the time-to-complete goals.  

Institutions who enroll fewer students, as a result of the continued overall decline in U.S. 

enrollment over the last eight years (Fain, 2019), are looking for alternate enrollment patterns 

that sustain budgets under strain from diminished funding from other sources (Varghese, 2001). 

Fewer students enrolled in more credit hours can offset the anticipated financial losses associated 

with the decline in enrollment. If universities cannot get more students to produce more credit 

hours and revenue, they can produce more credit hours and revenue from the students they do 

have if students are encouraged to enroll in 15 credit hours rather than 12, the course load 

required to access federal aid. 

In the optimal cases, students also benefit from momentum defined by credit hour 

enrollment. By applying an economic model, Belfield et. al.(2016) estimated that momentum 

students paid 4 - 14% less per credit and 9 - 19% less per degree in tuition and fees. While 

students are paying for the same number of credit hours no matter the time frame, the costs for 

housing, additional loans, and fees for living expenses, opportunity costs related to delayed 

workforce entry and interest are all factors.  

Graduates who have less debt are better off - they win; local and state economies also 

win, due to the influx of educated and skilled workers, and while not explicitly noted, 

universities win because of the increased tuition based on enrollment in 15 credit hours 

compared to 12. 
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Evidence Academic Momentum Works 

Academic momentum is supposed to improve graduation rates and shorten the time to 

completion. Students enrolled in 15 credit hours per semester are supposed to graduate in four 

years. 15 to Finish is a solution to prolonged college enrollment and debt levels for graduates. 

Statistically, academically and socially similar students who enroll in 15 credit hours had a 

higher six-year graduation rate than those taking 12 credit hours (Jenkins & Bailey, 2017) and 

had a five percent greater BA attainment (Attewell & Monaghan, 2016) in six years. Students 

who continue to enroll in 15 credit hours beyond the first semester had even better outcomes 

including increased graduation rates for most students (Belfield et al., 2016). While graduation 

rates are better, the rates reported in each study are based on six-years of enrollment, begging the 

question of efficacy as a strategy to shorten time to completion.  

As previously noted, researchers identify several paths to momentum aside from credit 

hour accumulation or 15 to Finish. Gateway and program momentum, taking and passing 

pathway appropriate college level math and English and completion of at least nine semester 

credits in a student’s field of study (Jenkins & Bailey, 2017) have also improved student 

outcomes. Calcagno et al. (2007) found that Florida community college students who had taken 

remedial English and successfully completed a credit-bearing composition course within the first 

year doubled their probability of graduation, especially those under 25 years of age. Similar 

studies were conducted with community college students in Washington state (Lichtenberger & 

Dietrich, 2017) and Tennessee (Denley, 2016) with similar outcomes. Guided pathways are the 

third strategy used by institutions to affect program momentum. Descriptive evidence 

demonstrated that students completing the requisite classes in their defined program during their 
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first year were more likely to transfer or earn a credential than students entering after the first 

year (Jenkins & Cho, 2013). 

Momentum for Whom: Possible Inequalities 

Academic momentum defined as enrollment in 15 credit hours can be a mechanism 

through which social inequality can result in educational inequality. Students who graduate from 

less rigorous high schools, students of color, and those with limited financial wherewithal are 

known to enroll in 12 or less hours a semester. Students who attempt only 12 credits each 

semester the first year can end the school year with up to six credit hours less than their more 

well-to-do, often white, continuing-generation college peers who are more likely to enroll in 15 

credit hours. While credit momentum, or 15 to Finish, has been shown to benefit all students, 

researchers recommend that the approach is most beneficial for students known to enroll in 12 or 

fewer hours, including students of color (Attewell & Monaghan, 2016; Belfield et al., 2016). 

In direct conflict with the aforementioned recommendation for use of 15 to Finish, 

Attewell and Monaghan also acknowledge that “many students’ ability to continue college 

attendance is reliant upon the resources available to the student, the precollege academic 

achievement, including course rigor, and the institutional characteristics” (2016, p. 684). This 

statement is especially true for first-generation students and others from disadvantaged 

backgrounds. The applicability of the academic momentum approach narrows when the diversity 

of the pool of students expands.  

Several student populations, many of whom are growing in number on U.S. college 

campuses, do not benefit from academic momentum when it is defined by the number of credit 

hours taken the first semester. Students who are first-generation and historically underserved 

(Kramer et al., 2018), students who work while enrolled (Attewell et al., 2012; Attewell & 
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Monaghan, 2016), students who are parents (Wladis et al., 2018), students attending less 

selective universities (Bound et al., 2012), male students enrolled in a rigorous curriculum 

(Kondratjeva et al., 2017), and students who are transferring to four-year institutions (Chan & 

Wang, 2018) show diminished or no benefit from academic momentum. 

Historically Underserved, Underfunded, and Underprepared Students. From the 

very origins of higher education in the U.S., there have been segments of the U.S. population 

who have been left out. Women, minorities, and the poor were not initially admitted into higher 

education institutions, and their later inclusion came without a promise of success (Noltemeyer et 

al., 2012). Women currently outnumber men in college enrollment and graduate at greater rates 

than their male counterparts, resulting in a college completion gap that began in the 1970’s. 

College-going rates for people of color, especially Hispanic and African American, and the poor 

have also grown (Semuels, 2017). In spite of the growth in numbers, those who arrive on campus 

struggle to earn credentials at the same rate as their white, Asian, and financially secure peers 

(Bers & Schuetz, 2014; Bragg & Durham, 2012; Tate, 2017). These statistics complicate both the 

implementation and reliance on academic momentum, as described by 15 to Finish, as a primary 

indicator for success when the ultimate success, completion is so complex. 

Examples of how academic momentum strategies leave some students behind abound. 

California’s College Student Success Act (SSA) included 15 to Finish and other education 

reforms and changed the focus of the community college system from meeting the needs of life-

long learners and persons seeking self-improvement to students seeking degrees and/or those 

with plans to transfer to four-year institutions (Grigorieff, 2016). The community college system 

was created for the segments of the California population that were historically excluded from 

the University of California and California State systems to create economic mobility, the ability 
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to change one’s economic status or income quartile, and educational mobility, the ability to 

change one’s social status. The implementation of SSA removed resources from the most 

vulnerable citizens and furthered inequalities for those already marginalized (Grigorieff, 2016). 

Academic momentum supporters report outcomes controlling for pre-enrollment 

attributes and refer to socially and academically similar students. The intersectionality of student 

identities makes it difficult to isolate individual characteristics. To ignore pre-college 

characteristics, including first-generation status, or the institutional context, including the make-

up of the student body, when implementing strategies to improve completion allows for the 

misinterpretation of results (Jones, 2014). Jones cautioned, 

Time that it takes to progress from developmental education course to credit-

bearing course completion and an eight-year graduation rate are examples of 

metrics that can report the effectiveness of open access institutions [like community 

colleges and less selective public institutions] more accurately (Jones, 2014, p. 4).  

Tying success to credit hour enrollment could create further inequalities for students who, 

by many accounts, have already been disadvantaged by secondary systems. 

Time-Impoverished Students. Attewell and Monaghan (2016) used Tinto’s model of 

integration (1975, 1993) to suggest that a heavy course load would crowd out other 

responsibilities and attachments, thus making a case for academic momentum. Part-time students 

are not academically or socially similar to students enrolled in 15 or more hours (Chen & 

Carroll, 2005). Students taking lower than average course loads their first semester typically 

have weaker academic preparation, have fewer financial resources, and are more likely to be 

first-generation college students. They also report working for pay more than 20 hours per week 

or have other time commitments, such as parenting responsibilities, which compete with class 
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requirements (Wladis et al., 2018).  

Retention rates are known to be higher for students who work 10–15 hours a week, with 

diminishing returns for those that either work more than a modest number of hours or none at all 

(Perna, 2010). In 2017, 43% of full-time and 81% of part-time college students were employed 

(McFarland et al., 2019). Additionally, students who report living with a spouse or children were 

more likely than students with neither a spouse nor children to be employed. Attewell and 

Monaghan (2016) found that students who work demanding schedules show no benefit from 

enrolling in 15- credit hour semesters. Students who need to work to pay for school may have 

difficulties deciding exactly how much school time to sacrifice for work and how much work 

should be done to cover the cost of school. 

Students who are parents are another population with competing demands for time. 

Wladis et al. (2018) found that despite higher GPAs, students who are parents have poorer 

postsecondary outcomes, including degree completion. The same study examined time poverty 

while looking for a reason for the aforementioned trend. When compared to their counterparts 

without children, students with pre-school-aged children had lower quality and quantity of time 

for college. Quantity and quality of time for college are shown to directly influence persistence 

and credit accumulation.  

Students Enrolled in Rigorous Curricula and Gender Differences. The assumption 

that a lighter academic load taken the freshman year results in greater success is one held by 

many students, parents, and advisors (Szafran, 2001). After controlling for ability and other 

demographics, students who enrolled in more credits earned higher GPAs and were retained at 

higher rates. However, students who enrolled in more difficult courses had lower GPAs and 

lower retention rates after controlling for the same. The effects of course load and course 
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difficulty were shown in GPA, but there was an independent negative impact for course 

difficulty on retention and subsequently, completion. 

 Building on Szafran, Kondratjeva et al. (2017) doubled down on the view that rigor has a 

role to play in the discussion related to academic momentum. Kondratjeva argued that the 

effectiveness of the theory of academic momentum is variable based on selectivity of the 

institution and chosen major (a proxy for rigor). She also suggested the predictive utility of 

academic momentum theory may also vary by gender.  

Enrolling in more than 15 credit hours is associated with female and non-STEM students 

Kondratjeva et al. (2017). While the survivor functions, or probabilities that students will 

complete, are similar for both genders at U.S. schools, the association between academic 

momentum and attrition differ by gender in the regression models. In Russia, males have higher 

attrition rates than their female counterparts, even allowing for selectivity and disciplines. 

Requiring all males to enroll in 15 credit hours to advance completion goals may be hazardous.  

Momentum: Where Does it Work Best? 

Completion is not only a function of the length of the academic program, the 

predominant enrollment pattern (greater/lesser than or equal to 15) or the characteristics of the 

student. There is a correlational relationship between what happens with the student and what 

happens institution-wide (DeAngelo et al., 2011; Flores et al., 2017; Goble et al., 2008; 

Melguizo, 2008). Some institutions outperform others when controlling for individual student 

characteristics like test scores, academic preparation, financial status, etc., (Bers & Schuetz, 

2014; Flores et al., 2017; Szafran, 2001). These results suggest that institutional characteristics 

affect student persistence (Bound et al., 2012; Melguizo, 2008). A one point higher institutional 

graduation rate increases the probability of individual graduation by three percentage points. 
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Selective, small institutions with small minority student populations and low percentages of part-

time faculty are environments where academic momentum is best implemented and completion 

rates are highest (Goble et al., 2008; Melguizo, 2008). These are not the type of institutions that 

historically enroll large numbers of first-generation students.  

Summary 

There is great variability in the literature related to what academic momentum is, how it 

is accomplished, for whom it works, and where it is most effective. The literature notes different 

definitions and paths to accomplish academic momentum. Credit momentum, gateway 

momentum, program and delayed entry, and prior learning are top on this list (Attewell & 

Monaghan, 2016; Calcagno et al., 2007; Davidson, 2014a, 2014b; Davidson & Blankenship, 

2017; Ishitani, 2006; Jenkins & Bailey, 2017; Kondratjeva et al., 2017; Szafran, 2001). 

Both individual and institutional characteristics have been shown to impact momentum 

and completion. The literature clearly reveals that enrolling in 15 credit hours a semester 

produces momentum, however, for some student populations, high course enrollment is at its 

best, not useful, and at its worst, harmful (Goble et al., 2008; Melguizo, 2008). First-generation, 

underrepresented, post-traditional, and working students are just a few student identities for 

which credit momentum or 15 to Finish is a questionable strategy.  

Rather than placing the burden of retention and successful completion of a degree solely 

on the student and their enrollment patterns, Tinto (2016) suggested that universities take the 

time and make the effort to understand how student experiences shape their motivation to persist, 

and then figure out ways in which the university can enhance that motivation. Attewell et. al 

(2016) gave three theoretical reasons for the causal impact of academic momentum on 

completion: 1) increased enrollment would lead to increased connection with faculty and other 
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students, enhancing involvement and integration into the social and academic collegiate 

environment (Tinto, 1975, 1990); 2) the possible impact on self-efficacy and a student’s 

academic self-concept, which was expected to enhance one’s commitment to degree completion 

(Bandura, 1977, 1997); and 3) the notion that a heavy course load would crowd out competing 

interests for student time and interest. While there is research that says students who enroll in 15 

credit hours have higher six-year completion rates, there is scant research that asks students how 

they experience momentum and the role that course enrollment has in their integration or that 

momentum. 

The literature is growing in this area, in part because of the federal mandate and recent 

political, economic, and societal pressure to drive workforce development and reduce student 

debt loads. Further study is needed to better understand how these external forces impact the 

decisions of university administrators. Continued interest into the students whose demographic 

trends are growing would be beneficial as the make-up of the student body continues to change 

and are targeted for intervention. Studies examining the impact of the new and emerging 

enrollment patterns of dual enrollment (Wang et al., 2015) swirling and double-dipping should 

also be considered.  
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 This dissertation explicates student perceptions of academic momentum based on 

enrollment in 15 credit hours and academic integration at a mid-size, mid-west, urban, research 

university. Understanding the enrollment decision-making process and perceived importance of 

credit hour enrollment for first-time-in-college (FTIC), first-generation (FG) students 

necessitated an investigative approach for a thorough description of the complexity that 

constituted student academic momentum and integration (Moore et al., 2012).  

Interpretative Case Study 

This research design used an interpretative approach to case study research. A 

fundamental tenet of interpretivism is that social context impacts the way phenomena are 

explained, thus the meaning of any particular phenomena is subjective rather than objective 

(Chetty, 2013).  The interpretative approach asks, ‘why does the phenomena happen’ and allows 

for explanation of factors specific to a segment of the student body at Midwest State University 

(MSU) who met specific institutional criteria. Using an interpretative framework facilitated the 

investigation of the social reality and lived experiences of first-generation college students who 

enrolled in 15 credit hours. 

The literature claims that academically and socially similar students experience academic 

momentum when enrolled in 15 credit hours (Attewell & Douglas, 2014; Attewell et al., 2012; 

Attewell & Monaghan, 2016). This study highlighted how enrollment in 15 credit hours during 

the first semester influenced a first-time-in-college, first-generation student’s perception of their 

academic momentum, academic integration, and persistence to graduation, at the conclusion of 

their first year. Use of an interpretative research paradigm permitted consideration of the context, 
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and Tinto’s theoretical framework of student departure identified many factors that defined the 

educational context with which students engaged, before and after enrollment.  

Case Studies 

Case studies are also heavily influenced by context and explore phenomena through 

analysis of events and conditions (Chetty, 2013). A case study depicts and explains the activities 

of a group who share both a specific space and time (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015). Bounded 

by the identified campus, the targeted student population, and the specific time in the academic 

process, the design allowed for in-depth research which will inform university practice related to 

enrollment and programming. 

The phenomena of academic momentum and the success of enrollment patterns are best 

studied within the context of a higher education institution through the eyes of the students. 

Student interpretations and understanding of both their personal circumstance and the systems in 

which they move allow for “confident claims about shared and opposed views” (Chetty, 2013, p. 

41). Using a case study for my research method allowed me to examine the data below the 

surface to explain the phenomena of academic momentum as perceived by enrolled students.  

Site Selection 

I used two-tiered, purposeful sampling (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Moore et al., 2012) to 

first select the case followed by additional sampling within the case to narrow the target 

population for interviews. Midwest State University was a typical mid-west, mid-size, doctoral 

degree-granting university. There was nothing deviant or intensely unusual about the university, 

thus the selection of this site was representative of other similar higher education institutions. 

The primary criteria used for site selection included: 

• A significant population of FTIC freshmen students who identified as first-generation  
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• A standardized way of documenting first-generation status 

• Comprehensive university application of 15 to Finish  

• Access to first-generation student data including outcomes, disaggregated enrollment 

patterns, and contact information for screening and recruitment for triads or dyads 

First-Generation Student Population and Documentation 

MSU, like so many colleges and universities in the mid-west had an intentional focus on 

access and social mobility (U.S. News and World Report, 2021). MSU’s 15 to Finish campaign 

began alongside unprecedented freshmen enrollment as seen in Figure 2 below. For three 

consecutive years, 2017, 2018 and 2019, MSU enrolled the largest freshman classes in its 

history. Roughly 45% of each class identified as a first-generation college student, defined as a 

student for whom neither parent has an earned bachelor’s degree (Office of Planning and 

Analysis, 2019). This population grew significantly over the last decade at MSU (Office of 

Planning and Analysis, 2019), while declining nationally (Cataldi et al., 2018). Both trends 

coincided with the 15 to Finish movement.  
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Figure 2.  MSU Full-time Credit Hour Undergraduate Enrollment in Distribution 2015-2019 
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Standardized Process for Identification of First-generation Status 

There are at least three distinct opportunities for students at MSU to identify themselves 

as first-generation. The first opportunity is during application. Online applications for both 

graduate and undergraduate students ask the question, “do either of your parents or guardians 

have a bachelor’s degree?” Students who select “NO” have a first-generation attribute amended 

to their admission record.  

Students are also asked the same question on their initial enrollment survey as a part of 

initial scheduling. Student responses are cross-checked with Banner, the university student 

record system and updated if needed. Finally, students who attend orientation are given the 

opportunity to share their first-generation status when picking up university-sponsored 

promotional items selected to create a sense of welcome and belonging.  

A University Strategy Including the 15 to Finish 

 Midwest State implemented 15 to Finish in 2017 with a multi-faceted approach. The 

strategy was used by campus advisors when creating schedules for all FTIC students, including 

those identified as first-generation. Schedules were created in early spring, prior to college 

orientation and sent to students via email. Students had the opportunity to accept the schedule, 

suggest modifications or decline. On average, 54% percent of students accepted the schedules as 

presented (Hansen, 2019). Additionally, all merit-based scholarship winners were required to 

enroll in 15 credit hours each semester and earn a 3.0 grade point average to maintain their 

scholarships. This policy applied to a spectrum of students. At one end, those students earning a 

national merit scholarship (top 1% of students taking the PSAT with a 4.0 grade point average) 

valued at $10,000 each year for four years and on the other end, a freshman merit scholarship 

winner who earned $1000 a semester based on a 22 ACT and a 3.25 GPA. These students were 
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academically different but saddled with the same requirements. As a result of these policies and 

advising mandates, the percent of FTIC students enrolling in 15 or more credit hours during their 

first semester of college has increased (Office of Planning and Analysis, 2019). Figure 2 

highlights the increase in students who enrolled in 15 credit hours over the last five years.  

This interpretive case study examined MSU’s attempt to boost academic momentum for 

FTIC, FG students using a widely-adopted strategy which encouraged universal enrollment in 15 

credit hours per semester to facilitate on-time completion of 120 hours in four years. This policy 

is has been commonly known as 15 to Finish (Complete College America, 2009).  

Access to Student Outcomes and Enrollment Patterns 

Because of MSU’s deliberate collection of student information, the university has data 

files and reports that support this study. Student records are readily available, and both the Office 

of Planning and Analysis and the Social Science Research Lab agreed to facilitate access to 

students and approved records, both were needed for recruitment and screening for triads and 

dyads.  Disaggregated data as specific as enrollment patterns and satisfactory academic progress 

for FTIC, first-generation students was necessary to identify a sample and assign focus groups. 

Additionally, the university’s first-generation student profile reported that this population’s 

performance outcomes (retention, graduation, and time to completion) lagged those of 

continuing-generation students. MSU, like many other similarly situated universities, relied in 

part, on achieving parity for these groups to maintain their funding (Obergfell, 2018).  

The competitive nature of college recruitment and retention efforts results in a reluctance 

of college administrators to share the efficacy of efforts like 15 to Finish. These data are not 

readily available from most institutions. I am an employee at MSU, and I have access to sensitive 

data that would not be available if the study was conducted elsewhere. This fact influenced the 
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selection of this site.  

As a university leader, I had access to university data, personnel, and students which 

allowed appropriate recruitment and selection of student participants, based on my topic. My 

MSU role was administrative in nature and offered limited, if any, direct relationship to students, 

especially those who were freshmen. I had no authority or influence over student academic 

performance or opportunities for campus involvement. The specifics of my job responsibilities 

lessened the impact of  “power relations inherent in qualitative research” (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016, p. 64). I was an insider to the university, while remaining an outsider to the advising, 

enrollment, and grading processes.  The duality of roles, employee and researcher, allowed for 

greater depth of study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton, 2015). My research positionality, 

reflexivity, and remedies to research bias are discussed later in this chapter. 

Quantitative data and statistical modeling were available at MSU and used to make data-

informed decisions using regular reporting. No qualitative information was available at the time 

this dissertation was approved and little has changed; therefore, there is hope that this study will 

inform both current and future practices and add context to other data sources. The state of 

Kansas has not yet adopted 15 to Finish, but the university required all scholarship students, 

without regard for size of the scholarship, to enroll in 15 hours a semester. In early fall 2019 

internal messaging to professionals assisting students with registration modified the requirement 

to 30 credits per year. External messaging to students still reflected the 15 hour per semester 

expectation. Even when students received the message about 30 instead of 15, the limited 

number and variety of summer offerings meant that many students still had to enroll in 15 credit 

hours a semester to meet this requirement.  
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The Midwest State University Context 

A review of data prepared by the 

Office of Planning and Analysis at 

Midwest State showed that the successful 

production of academic momentum for 

students who adopted the 15 to Finish 

strategy was varied. Of the 871 FTIC 

students who enrolled in 15 credit hours for 

the fall semester of 2019, 70.4% of non-

first-generation students maintained 

enrollment in 15 hours in the spring 

compared to only 62% of FTIC, first-

generation students. 

The fall 2019 student persistence from fall-

to-spring was 93% for continuing vs 87% 

for first-generation students. The end of 

term grade point average for continuing-

generation students was 3.02 vs 2.68 for 

first-generation and probation rates were 

13.7% vs 21.4% for the respective 

subpopulations. These results are like 

previous years, despite university-provided 

supports and pre-college preparation.  

 

Figure 3 details the comparison of 

some student characteristics. Forty-five 

percent of Midwest State students 

identified as first-generation, with 46% of Figure 3. MSU First-generation Student Demographics 

 19-20 
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the freshmen class the same. The pre-college attributes of these students can vary significantly 

from continuing-generation students (Jenkins et al., 2009). The pre-college attributes impact both 

student commitment and experience resulting in varied social and academic integration. Students 

that share these identities often have stressors that serve as distractors, impede campus 

integration, and require creative management of one’s college career. Figure 3 compares some 

student characteristics.  

In addition to the data provided by the MSU Office of Planning and Analysis, the risk 

model shown in Figure 4 was used to prepare predictive analysis and inform university faculty 

and staff of supports needed to enrich student success. While quantitative in nature, the risk 

model highlights the type of data available in university databases. Like Tinto’s framework, the 

student risk conceptual model (Wright, 2014)  placed significance on pre-college attributes 

including demographics like first-generation status and academic preparation as well as 

behaviors that serve as proxies for structural integration.  

 

 

Figure 4. Student Risk Conceptual Model (Wright, 2014) 
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Participant Selection 

Students classified as in “good academic standing” or who were not identified by the 

university as being on probation at the conclusion of the first academic term in May 2020, were 

targeted as were students who had been classified as being on academic probation. Academically 

successful students were expected to share experiences that illustrated the efficacy of 15 to 

Finish as a spark for academic momentum. Those students who were less academically 

successful and who one could anticipate might have concerns about the protection the rights 

afforded by the Family Educational Right to Privacy Act (FERPA) were offered the opportunity 

for an individual interview. These students were expected to share experiences that demonstrated 

difficulty with the course load. Both sets of students were expected to improve understanding of 

the experiences students who enroll in 15 credit hours had during their first year of college. 

There were 323 FTIC, FG students who enrolled in 15 credit hours in the fall of 2019, 

which made up the potential participant pool. Nearly 73% of the potential participant pool were 

recipients of an academic scholarship of some sort and required to enroll in at least 15 hours their 

first semester. Of those 323, 42 or 13% were on probation by spring of 2020.  Thirty did not 

return for the second semester, spring. Of those 30, 14 (4.3% of the total sample) were on 

probation when they left and 16 were not, thus we can summarize that probation may not have 

led to drop out since some were and others were not on probation. 293 of the original FTIC, FG 

students enrolled in Spring 2020. Of those, 28 or 9.5% were on probation at the end of the spring 

semester. The final size of the potential pool for this study, including students on probation (29) 

and not (267), was 296.  
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Interview Participant Recruitment 

 Recruitment for this study was completed amid a global pandemic. All instruction at 

MSU switched to virtual in March of 2020. The primary mode of instruction in the fall of 2020 

was remote (asynchronous or synchronous). According to the associate vice president for 

Enrollment Management, roughly 30% of courses offered in fall 2020 required in-person class 

attendance (Office of Planning and Analysis, 2020). Students who attended in-person classes 

were required to wear masks and maintain social distances of at least six-feet apart. 

In addition to changes in teaching methods, administrative activities, and co-curricular 

experiences, the impact of the pandemic on student engagement and mental health were noted 

concerns. Students routinely expressed apprehensions related to increases in stress and anxiety 

due in part to “health fears, difficulty concentrating, disruptions in schedules and sleep patterns, 

and increased concerns related to academic performance” (Cao et al., 2020; Son et al., 2020).  

The desire to insure both maximum variation of student experience within the established 

criteria, while contrasting perceptions of academic momentum experienced by students who 

enrolled in 15 credit hours, was expected to increase the trustworthiness of the study (Palinkas et 

al., 2015). A list of students who enrolled in 15 credit hours during the fall 2019 semester (323) 

was requested from the university Office of Planning and Analysis.  

The potential participant email addresses were sent directly from the Office of Policy and 

Analysis to the Social Science Research Lab, as required by university policy. The Social 

Science Research lab manager reviewed the screening survey, which included a series of 

demographic and short, open-ended questions that I created. The questions gauged interest in the 

study and facilitated focus group assignments to ensure diversity of race, ethnicity, and major, 

when possible. Several suggested changes were made to improve the possible response rate. 
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Changes included re-formatting of the phone number fields, removing fields that would be 

automatically captured by the software (name, email address), and attaching the consent forms 

(Appendix A). Upon final approval, the Manager sent the screening survey (Appendix B) to the 

identified recruitment pool, 296 students on probation and in good standing, through Qualtrics.  

Two hundred and sixty-seven emails invitations were sent to students in good standing.  

The screening survey was sent out three times over an eight week time-period. Forty-four student 

surveys were started with 37 completed. The response rate for students in good standing was 

13.8% with an 84% completion rate for those who started the screener.   

Twenty-nine email invitations were sent to students on probation. The screening survey 

was sent out three times over an eight week time-period. Only two surveys were started, and both 

were completed, yielding a 0.7% response rate and a 100% completion rate.  

All 39 screener respondents, (good standing and probation) were sent an email, inclusive of a 

link to a Doodle Poll, inviting them to identify the times they were available to participate in a 

focus group. Up to eight time slots were presented at a time. The email was sent three times. 

Nineteen students responded to the Doodle Poll and were scheduled for a focus group. 

Enrollment pattern and outcome data was requested from the Office of Planning and Analysis 

(OPA) for those who agreed to participate and signed an information release.  

In addition to the three emails, students who did not respond to the email request or 

signed up for a focus group via Doodle but did not show up, were sent text messages to alert 

them of upcoming interview times. Three additional subjects were secured this way.  

The emergent and flexible design inherent in qualitative research allowed for research design 

modifications due to conditions present in the study underway (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton, 

2015). Over the recruitment period for this study, participants reported that they forgot they 
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signed up to participate in a focus group, could not participate because they had to go home 

unexpectedly, or could not access the technology to participate in the Zoom call. The uncertainty 

in the environment caused by the pandemic, resulted in the frequent rescheduling of participants, 

impacted the size of planned focus groups, and ultimately led to the use of dyads and triads 

instead of larger focus groups. The change in data collection method, while disruptive to the 

original plan, resulted in a comfortable experience for the participants, a more conversational 

interview, and provided thick, rich data.  

Interview Participant Selection 

The study interviews were held in dyads or triads and in one case, individually. Selected 

participants had similar backgrounds and enrollment patterns, as reported by the university. 

Students who met the criteria below were invited for an interview at a designated time. 

• Students who enrolled in and completed 15 credit hours and remain in good academic 

standing (are not reported as on probation)  

• Students who enrolled in 15 credit were reported as being on probation 

Balancing the need for maximum variation of experience with saturation is an important 

consideration in qualitative research. The research design accommodated students with varied 

outcomes, perceptions of academic momentum, and factors that might explain the differences in 

experiences (Patton, 2015). A wide net was cast and interviews were hosted until information 

became repetitive and a solid understanding of the participant perspective was gained, or 

saturation achieved (Saunders et al., 2018). All participants received a $5.00 Starbucks gift in 

exchange for their participation. I paid for all the gift cards from private funds.  

Final Participant Pool 

Study participants represented six of the university’s academic colleges with the majority 
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(6) representing the College of Engineering. There were two participants from Health 

Professions, Fine Arts, Applied Studies and Liberal Arts and Sciences. Only one participant had 

a major in Business. Two-thirds of the participants lived on campus the first semester of college. 

Half the pool identified as male. White and Latino students, in equal numbers, comprised four-

fifths of the pool, with the remaining one-fifths identifying as either Asian or African American. 

Most students, 12 out of 15 indicated on the survey that they earned college credit while in high 

school and enrolled in at least 15 credit hours in both the fall and subsequent spring semesters. 

All selected students received a scholarship from MSU.  

Table 1 

Participant Pool Demographics 
 

Data Collection: Sources and Procedures 

 The data collection methods for this study included use of a screener survey, semi-

structured interviews, homogenous focus groups, and document reviews. These methods were 

chosen for their known efficacy in producing thick, rich descriptions of phenomena through the 

ID 

Interview 
Type Major 

On/Off 
Campus Gender Ethnicity 

Transfer 
Credit 

FL 2019 
CH ATT 

Jim Dyad Biomedical Engineering On Male Asian 27-33 17 

Nate Triad Media Arts-Filmmaking On 
Non-
Conforming White 3-9 15 

Anne Triad Computer Engineering On Male White 0 15 

Cameron Triad Criminal Justice On Male Black 0 15 

Mary Dyad Marketing On Female White 27-33 16 

Linda Dyad Media Arts-Filmmaking Off Female Latino 15-21 15 

Eric Dyad Exercise Science On Male White 3-9 16 

Grace Triad Biochemistry Off Female Asian 0 15 

Jorge Dyad Mechanical Engineering Off Female Latino 15-21 17 

Adam Triad Mechanical Engineering On Male Latino 27-33 16 

Bobby Triad Music Education Off Male Latino 3-9 15 

Kate Dyad Aerospace Engineering On Female White 3-9 17 

Ellen Dyad Nursing On Female White 3-9 15 

Vivian Dyad Nursing Off Female Latino 40 15 

Marcus Individual Aerospace Engineering On Male Latino 3-9 15 
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engagement of diverse points of view and capitalization on human interaction, while remaining 

relatively low-cost (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  Adaptations to the university schedule, 

teaching modality, and student engagement in response to the COVID-19 Pandemic made 

hosting focus groups difficult. According to university personnel, less than 30% of courses 

included in-person content (Office of Planning and Analysis, 2020). In direct response to low 

student engagement in the initial scheduled focus groups the data collection plan was changed to 

include individual and paired depth interviews using Zoom, a web-based virtual meeting 

platform instead of traditional-sized, face-to-face focus groups.  

Screener Survey 

The procedures employed began with the creation and administration of a Qualtrics 

questionnaire. The screening survey was reviewed, modified, and approved by the manager of 

the Social Science Research lab. Once approved, the screener survey was sent to student 

university email accounts based on a list of students meeting sample requirements provided by 

the Office of Planning and Analysis. The screener was open for eight weeks, with email 

reminders sent to students who had not responded three times during the eight weeks. The 

confidential but not anonymous questionnaire introduced the study topic and purpose, allowed 

students to volunteer for the focus groups, and collected basic demographic and academic 

information. Students who responded to the screener noting their willingness to participate in a 

interview or focus group were sent a Doodle Poll to share their availability. Students who did not 

respond to the Doodle Poll were contacted up to three times. Participants were also sent text 

messages, with reminders to complete steps in the process, including sharing their availability, 

accepting the calendar invitation for the interview time and or submitting their consent form 

(Appendices C & D).  
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Individual Interviews 

Interviews are employed as a research methodology when the learning is not readily 

gained by observation or simply cannot be observed (Patton, 2015). This methodology is highly 

reliant on the skill of the researcher. The quality of information is tied directly to the ability of 

the researcher to pull out the most salient details, without the conversational challenges provided 

by a focus group or other method of inquiry. Rich, thick data is often the result of individual 

interviews (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Interviews are defined by the identified purpose of the interview and using a continuum 

of interview structure. A semi-structured interview protocol was used for individual and paired 

depth interviews. Individual interviews were also offered to all screener completers. The singular 

personal interview was conducted synchronously using Zoom at a time that was mutually agreed 

to by both parties and was completed in one hour.  

Paired Depth Interviews 

Those who did not indicate a preference for an individual interview were offered a paired 

depth interview, known as a dyad or triad. Dyads and triads are defined as one researcher 

interviewing two people together for the purposes of collecting information about how the pair 

perceives the same phenomenon (Arksey, 1996; Houssart & Evens, 2011; Wilson et al., 2016). 

Two or three interviews are conducted simultaneously but separately, providing the opportunity 

for participants to interact with one another. Participants were able to reflect on and compare 

their experiences with that of the other participant(s). This data collection method has been said 

to be especially useful when the subject matter is complex or unfamiliar to participants including 

helping fields that study child/adolescent issues (Houssart & Evens, 2011; Ritchie et al., 2013). 

Advantages of paired depth interviews are well documented. Chief among those noted in 
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the literature is the ease of set up and the relatively low attrition rate. Another experienced 

advantage referenced in the literature was the benefit of frequent and sustained discussion 

between participants and the relative ease of transcription due to ease of participant identification 

(Highet, 2003).  

The same interview protocol was used, and all respondents elaborated on their own 

answers and respondents were encouraged to share their experiences, observations, and 

perspectives. This interview structure allowed for changes in question order to support the 

natural flow of the discussion and was more conversational than more standardized interview 

approaches (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton, 2015; Yin, 2016). These interviews enhanced and 

developed a full understanding of the influence of pre-enrollment factors, enrollment decisions, 

integration into the campus academic system and perceptions of 15 to Finish.  

I assigned volunteers to interview slots to ensure diversity in gender, race, and major, 

when possible. Each interview included either two or three participants, lasted for 60-75 minutes 

and was held using Zoom, a video conferencing platform available to all university students and 

employees. The scope of inquiry was the same with each group, used open-ended questions and 

focused on the factors that influence enrollment patterns, the student’s perception of academic 

momentum gained based on credit hour enrollment and perception of integration achieved based 

on credit hour enrollment. Interviews were scheduled and held until saturation was achieved.   

While not initially planned, the smaller group interviews coupled with the use of Zoom 

was a positive experience for the participants and me. This data collection method allowed the 

participants to establish a natural cadence over the digital medium that would not have been 

present in a larger focus group using the same medium. Participants were able to talk with one 

another without additional pauses or being called upon to respond. This was especially the case 
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during the dyads. The triads were still comfortable, but the additional person changed the 

dynamic and reduced the spontaneity of engagement.  

Document Review 

Like many case studies, this study began with historical information and document 

reviews (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). The implementation of 15 to Finish at Midwest State was 

well documented. Several documents were reviewed to add context and improve understanding 

of university policies and protocols for enrollment and student performance at varied enrollment 

levels. Documents used to create context and background for the study included financial aid 

award letters from the university Office of Financial Aid, advising promotional items from 

OneStop, the office which does all FTIC advising for the first year, institutional reports, and data 

that explain student enrollment patterns and outcomes. University policies, student 

correspondence, major maps, websites, and individual plans of study were sourced from the 

offices that communicate the same. (Appendix F) 

Data Analysis 

Case study research lends itself to a large amount of rich, thick, descriptive data (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985; Moore et al., 2012). Most of the studies of academic momentum have been 

quantitative in nature, thus missing the type of data available in this study. Primary data sources 

included document review, screening survey results, interviews, and field notes kept in my 

research journal. Data analysis, including constant comparison, took place during the data 

collection processes outlined and was not represented by a linear process (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). Both the collection and analysis processes were iterative.  

Screening Survey 

With the support of the Social Science Research Lab, the screening survey was sent to the 
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FTIC, FG students who had persisted to the third semester.  In addition to reporting demographic 

information, participants also reported information related to their academic success (probation 

or good standing), earned grades their first year and the number of total credit hours earned.  

Collected data was downloaded from Qualtrics into an Excel Spreadsheet for analysis and 

reviewed for patterns associated with student performance, credit accumulation, and enrolled 

course load. The same data was uploaded into Dedoose, an online software application used to 

support coding and analysis in qualitative research and used as descriptors for coding.  

Interview Transcripts 

Multiple forms of data are needed because of the complexity of the system being studied 

and to establish and maintain credibility (Moore et al., 2012). All interviews were transcribed 

using a qualitative computer software program called Trint. I transcribed each transcript within a 

week of each interview. The transcripts were sent to each study participant immediately 

following transcription for member checking. Study participants were given two weeks to 

respond with comments or edits.  

Dedoose, a qualitative data management software program, was used to disassemble and 

re-aggregate the data and the deductive identification of themes that were tied back to the 

literature and the theoretical framework (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Transcripts were uploaded 

and excerpts were initially coded in keeping with the question protocol framework (Appendix E) 

and based on Tinto’s Theoretical Framework. New codes were created for data that did not fit 

the pre-defined codes. The data was reviewed multiple times, leading to the identification of 

more and different parent and child codes. The framework was also used to assist in the 

identification of themes and the resulting narrative (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 



49 

Document Review 

Each document was reviewed for indications of university expectations and benefits of 

enrolling in 15 or more hours a semester. Specifically, these documents were examined and 

coded for mentions of momentum and explanations of why enrollment in 15 credit hours was 

preferred. Additional coding was applied to references to the terms four-year and on-time 

graduation. Codes from the documents were triangulated with the literature, the data from the 

screening survey and the student interviews.  

Research Journal 

 I used a research journal to contextualize the review of the data and foster reflection of 

my thoughts and beliefs throughout the research process. I used field notes to capture elements of 

the interview setting, activities, interactions and other subtle factors including things that didn’t 

happen that were expected (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  This research journal was helpful during 

meetings with my peer debriefer.  

I met with my peer debriefer three times during the data collection phase. Those meetings 

were used to refine interview protocols to improve data collection, clarification of codes and 

themes, identification and vetting of themes and findings, and to help with general sense-making. 

The meetings also provided an opportunity for constant comparison to both the literature and the 

theoretical framework. I used the time to discuss data that both conflicted with my pre-conceived 

notions and those that were in keeping with my previously held beliefs related to academic 

momentum. The use of a peer debriefer was especially helpful when identifying themes.  

The data collection and analysis portion of this study was completed by compiling an 

interpretative report, inclusive of explanation and description (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; 

Moore et al., 2012; Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015), found in Chapter Four.  
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Research Quality 

The quality of qualitative research is assessed by reviewing the quality of the methods 

used during the research process. Because qualitative research explores human experiences, 

which are often subjective, and knowledge is constructed during the study, it is important to 

practice reflexivity throughout the process. Constant examination of my beliefs, judgements, and 

practices was critical to both acknowledging my influence as a researcher on the study and 

creating a process that allowed the voice of the participants to shine through without 

modification.  

Positionality and Ethical Considerations 

The positionality of any researcher influences the research (Patton, 2015). My interest in 

this topic stemmed from my experience working with high school first-generation students and 

supporting their enrollment and successful matriculation into post-secondary. My professional 

service in a university assessment office heightened my awareness and interest. My positionality 

as a university administrator at the study site allowed access to data that informed my opinion of 

academic momentum and its potential benefits and consequences and simultaneously required 

exceptional attention to measures that convey both the rigor and dependability of the study 

results (Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Moore et al., 2012). 

Several steps were taken to incorporate reflexivity into this study, starting with student 

selection. Care was taken to ensure that I had no positional or personal knowledge of the students 

prior to this study. Additionally, I was transparent with the research participants during both 

selection and interviews to encourage my personal accountability. 

The primary techniques used to bracket prior knowledge and beliefs are a research 

journal and dialogues with a peer debriefer (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The primary debriefer for 
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this research study was a retired sociology professor, qualitative researcher, and college Dean 

with an understanding of the 15 to Finish movement, academic momentum, and the ramifications 

for higher education. The same peer debriefer was used during the data analysis process (Moore 

et al., 2012). Periodic checks with my peer debriefer allowed for deep consideration and 

refinement of the interview protocol and opportunities for reflections on preconceptions held. 

These activities helped me avoid incorrect assumptions throughout the data collection process.  

I also used a research journal to explicate “bias, perceptions, beliefs and even changes in 

thinking” (Moore et al., 2012, p. 57). My research journal not only captured observations and 

experiences from the interviews, but also included notes on my personal emotional state before 

and during the interview. I was able to verify my journal notes during the transcription process, 

because the interviews were conducted using Zoom. I was able to watch the recordings of myself 

conducting an interview and consider my behavior and modify my interview techniques. Finally, 

constant comparison and member checks after focus groups and interviews ensures an accurate 

portrayal of the information shared. 

Protection of participant ability to be authentic was an key ethical consideration for this 

study (Moore et al., 2012). I have limited direct contact with students, given my portfolio of 

administrative responsibilities at MSU. I reviewed student names during interview assignments, 

avoiding students with whom I had a personal relationship. Early explanation of the participant 

right of refusal and freedom from impact to course grades or other academic or social 

experiences or outcomes was offered.   

Credibility 

Divergent case analysis was intentionally explored because of the inherent benefits of 

paired in-depth interviews. Exploring the diversity of experiences helped ensure credibility of the 
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study and fostered trustworthiness. I interviewed students who experienced both success and 

failure and triangulated those experiences with the literature and university data. Doing so 

allowed for a continuum of experiences to be reflected in the findings.   

Member checking is also known to support credibility. Each study participant was 

provided the opportunity to review the transcript of their interview. Participants affirmed that the 

text and therefore excerpts and codes, were reflective of their intentions and experience.  

Dependability and Confirmability 

Dependability and confirmability of findings are determined when similar findings could 

be expected if a different researcher completed the same study or by confirming that the same are 

clearly derived from the data and not fabrications of the researcher (Treharne & Riggs, 2015). 

Efforts to secure dependability and confirmability of outcomes were included in every stage of 

the data analysis process. The process was audited with member checking and the use of a peer 

debriefer. Additionally, the findings were triangulated with the literature, university data, and 

university documents. These strategies are known to reduce biases, motivations, and researcher 

perspectives such that those of the participants are highlighted (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Transferability 

Colleges and universities are currently exploring ways to improve outcomes of their 

changing student population. Given the steps taken to ensure credibility, dependability and 

confirmability, the findings from this study are transferable to FTIC, first-generation students at 

other institutions despite any unique elements of MSU and the extenuating circumstances of the 

2020 COVID-19 crisis. The findings are based on thick descriptions of diverse student 

experiences and perspectives of academic momentum and the data is informative for 

administrators serving similar populations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
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Summary 

This interpretative case study was designed to analyze the experiences of FTIC, first-

generation students who enrolled in 15 credit hours in the first year of attendance and their 

perceptions of the phenomena of academic momentum. This examination included a screening 

survey, administered via the university Qualtrics system in adherence with university policies 

and completed by all study participants; interviews held either individually, in dyads or triads; 

document review, and the use of a research journal. Data from the interviews and documents 

were transcribed, coded, and analyzed with the support of a peer debriefer, a retired sociology 

professor, to support research quality and appropriately help with the positionality of the 

researcher and ensure reflexivity. As a result of the outlined process, several findings related to 

participant pre-attributes, initial commitment to graduation, the lived experience of students 

enrolling in 15 credit hours and perceptions of momentum were identified.  
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

This dissertation includes a summary of study participant responses to the research 

questions related to perceptions of academic momentum for first-generation students. Examining 

the responses of the student participants through the lens of the theoretical framework and the 

relevant literature from the field yielded the research findings presented in this chapter. 

As noted in both the theoretical framework and the literature sections, the decision of 

course enrollment is a nuanced one. The enrollment decision is informed by pre-entry attributes, 

goal commitment, university practice, and even federal law. The primary research question 

explored was how enrollment in 15 credit hours during the first semester of college influenced a 

first-generation student’s experience with and perceptions of academic momentum.  The research 

protocol asked first-time-full-time, first-generation students about pre-entry factors that might 

have impacted their enrollment decisions and the effect of their course schedule on their 

academic and social integration.  Both questions revealed information about student commitment 

to graduation. That commitment is theorized to lead to persistence, retention, and ultimately 

graduation (Tinto, 1990, 1993). Students who enrolled in 15 credit hours are theorized to 

experience deeper integration and experience momentum, aside from their pre-entry factors.   

The specific research questions were as follows: 

1. What are the pre-entry factors that influence first-time-in-college, first-generation

student’s initial credit hour enrollment?

2. What experiences, factors, or activities during the first year of enrollment enhanced or

diminished academic and social integration?

3. What experiences, factors, or activities during the first year of enrollment enhanced or
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diminished perceptions of academic momentum (rate of speed towards completion)?  

The data from the interviews, results of the screener survey, and document reviews were 

categorized and unitized, revealing four themes; 1) the importance of pre-entry attributes to 

enrollment and course load decisions, 2) intrinsic and extrinsic drivers for commitment to 

graduation, prior to enrollment and during, 3) course load implications for campus engagement 

and integration 4) overall perceptions of momentum. Findings describing the influence of pre-

entry attributes, drivers for commitment, course load on first year enrollment and momentum 

achieved are discussed in this chapter. 

Figure 5. Study Findings by Theme 
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The Importance of Pre-Attributes or Factors to Enrollment and Course Load Decisions 

Academic momentum significantly affects the likelihood of completing a degree 

(Adelman, 1999, 2004; Attewell & Monaghan, 2016; Belfield et al., 2016; Jenkins et al., 2009). 

Academic momentum, defined by credit hour enrollment, is theorized to be an indication of 

commitment (Attewell & Douglas, 2014; Attewell et al., 2012). It is also defined as an effect 

separate from those of high school academic preparation and family socioeconomic status 

(Adelman, 1999, 2006; Attewell & Monaghan, 2016), just two of the listed pre-entry factors 

identified by Tinto (1975, 1990, 1993) that are also said to have an impact on commitment to 

college attendance and graduation. Study participants shared a great deal about their pre-college 

experiences including their engagement in the enrollment process and their perceptions of 

commitment. Three pre-college attributes or pre-entry factors were elevated as important to their 

enrollment decisions: personal and family financial status, high school and pre-college 

preparation, and family support and expectations. 

Pre-College Attributes or Factors: Personal and Family Financial Status 

One pre-entry factor that was mentioned by nearly every student participant was their 

family’s ability to pay for college. Students enroll in the number of courses they can afford to 

take and ability to pay is a constant concern. The literature notes that there is a strong correlation 

between first-generation status or parental educational attainment, and family income (Chen & 

Carroll, 2005; Garriott et al., 2015; Ishitani, 2006). Parents with lower educational attainment 

often have lower family incomes. The participants in this study seem to exemplify this 

relationship. Most of the participants noted during the interviews that they were recipients of Pell 

Grants, federal financial awards to undergraduate students who display exceptional financial 

need and who have not earned a bachelor’s or advanced degree.  
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When asked about family income and the decision to enroll full-time in a four-year 

institution, students shared concerns about the difficulty amassing the funds to pay for school 

and the impact of costs on their decision to enroll. Common refrains were about the cost of 

attendance and the lack of resources available. Some students talked about the link between their 

low-income status and the emotional toll caused by constant worry about making what they 

knew would be large tuition payments. Nate openly shared that, 

My family doesn't have a ton of money. You know, we're barely scraping by.  I was 

really wondering whether or not I was gonna be able to go to college. And still 

sometimes I am worried - am I gonna be able to make my payment for the next semester. 

And so, yeah, there were a lot of financial barriers and with that and a lot of emotional 

barriers. 

Marcus, an engineering major, added, 

Something that that stopped me, that kind of made me think twice about college was the 

price. At first when I was looking into college, I was all excited, but the people and then 

articles and other things were mentioned over, you know, how expensive it is. People go 

in debt. It's very difficult to pay for college. And debt is not good. 

Even students who did not report lower family income, like Ellen, had concerns about the 

financial obligation created by college attendance. Ellen shared that her parents saved so she and 

her sister could attend college without debt, but that she feared it was not going to be enough to 

get her through.  

Scholarship Support. Seventy-six percent of the potential pool for this study were 

scholarship recipients, despite this not being a requested demographic. The pre-attribute of 

limited ability to pay for college was often coupled with a heavy reliance on scholarships. If 
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limited family finances impacted their attendance, the importance of scholarships and their 

requirements impacted their enrollment decisions.  

Scholarships were noted as confidence builders for a few of the participants, but essential 

financial support for most. Anne noted that,  

Whenever I become a [MSU] Scholar, it made me feel validated. [It also meant] that I 

was able to go to college and not have to worry so much about how much it costs. I could 

really pursue what I wanted to do and what I really thought was possible. 

Vivian shared the following about her concerns about costs and debt accumulation and 

temporary relief provided by the scholarship.  

I did get enough money to attend college and like, I barely have to pay anything out of 

pocket. But definitely just like having that worry, I’m just like, can I really pay for 

college? In the future and in the coming years, that’s still one of my biggest worries. I 

worry if I will have enough so I won’t have to take out loans and be in debt for the rest of 

my life. 

Students openly shared both their family’s inability to pay for college and their dependence upon 

scholarships. Meeting scholarship requirements determined their ability to remain in school. As a 

condition of acceptance, MSU requires merit scholarship recipients to enroll in at least 15 credit 

hours.  

Pre-College Attributes or Factors: High School and Pre-College Preparation 

Another finding in the data was the importance of high school preparation. Students in 

this study were academically prepared for college based on their high school grade point 

averages, test scores, and scholarship status. Most students in the study agreed that they were 

ready for the academic challenges that college would provide. They also shared that the social 
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capital earned in high school and knowledge about college learned while in high school had a 

direct impact on their ability to make decisions about their enrollment and handle the 15 credit 

hour course load. Marcus stated, 

My high school really prepared me for the workload. There was a lot that we had to do 

every day, every week. The classes, they don’t seem nothing too different than what I 

took in high school. I knew some calculus because of both high school and in TRIO. I 

was ready for the general education classes.  

Despite their announced academic readiness, several students noted that they had to learn 

to study because they unknowingly lacked that skill upon entry.  During an exchange about 

overall preparedness for college, Kate stated, “I noticed when I first came to college that my high 

school did not really prepare me for college… our academic program really babied students.” 

Her comment was met with “me too” by her triad participants. Students went on to note that the 

high school policies that allowed them to drop their lowest test scores or rewarded their 

attendance by excusing them from final exams did not prepare them for the pressure and 

expectation of college. Overall, students felt prepared, but most could also point to lessons that 

they wished they had learned prior to college enrollment.  

Dual and Concurrent Credit. Study participants noted the opportunity to enroll in 

concurrent courses in high school as part of their academic preparation for college. Thirteen of 

the 15 student participants benefited from dual or concurrent enrollment prior to college with an 

average transfer of 15 credit hours. Many of the students connected early college credits to either 

“getting some gen-ed courses out of the way,” getting ahead to graduate early, or cost-savings. 

Vivian, who transferred 40 credit hours into MSU, commented that early credit accumulation 

“definitely took off a lot of pressure coming into college.” Some students noted that their degree 
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programs required more than 15 credit hours in eight semesters to graduate, so getting a head 

start would help them finish on time, not early. Ellen remarked, “I met with my advisor after the 

first semester, we discussed my Spanish course because I wanted a minor in Spanish. If I hadn’t 

started [the course sequence] before I got to college then I would not graduate in four years.” 

While there was strong positive sentiment about the benefit of prior credit, it was not universal.  

Three students noted that at least some of their credits did not transfer or would not count 

toward graduation. Additionally, three students noted that neither the additional rigor nor the 

earned credits influenced their decision to enroll in 15 credit hours. Ellen noted that “my 

enrollment was dependent on my scholarship. My scholarship is what really made me take 15.” 

Concurrent enrollment and transferred credit hours did not impact initial enrollment course load.  

Importance of High School Teachers, Counselors, and Programs. Not surprisingly, 

many students commented about the important role that teachers, counselors, and pre-college 

access programs played in preparing them for the rigor of college. Several spoke of teachers who 

motivated them to attend college by routinely asking probing questions like, “Where are you 

going to college?”  Others noted specific teachers that talked to them and pushed them towards 

certain schools or majors. Linda shared the impact of surveys and career interest tools used by 

her counselor as an inspiration. High school efforts to connect students to career pathways via 

either assessments or internships was another preparation activity that students noted made a 

difference in their school selection and enrollment decisions. 

Those students who had college planning support had more pre-knowledge or awareness 

of college expectations than those that did not. Bobby, one of only three students who discussed 

a formal pre-college planning experience, shared his perception of the importance of workshops 

to build knowledge of college language, protocols, and policies and the influence of the pre-
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knowledge provided on enrollment plans.  

My college career coordinator was really good. She was really good at keeping all of us 

in the loop. She had a workshop in the summer. She told us we were going to apply to 

college and scholarships, and so this is a credit. Twelve credits equal a full-time student, 

if you take these classes in high school, this can transfer over and these cannot.  

Several students were able to point directly to the school personnel who were most helpful in 

their college planning journey.  

Awareness of College Norms. Despite earning college credit while in high school along 

with the guidance of teachers, counselors, and informal educators, study participants, with a few 

exceptions including Bobby, reported a lack of knowledge of the definition of full-time 

enrollment prior to orientation.  Two students reported not knowing what a credit hour was nor 

how earning one would impact their college process, even though they were enrolled in dual 

enrollment courses. Both students earned prior college credit via Advance Placement (AP) 

courses at their high school. Grace stated, “I was taking all of these AP classes and I didn’t even 

know what a credit hour meant.  My second semester of my freshmen year is when I kind of 

understood what was actually going on in college.” All students experienced limited agency in 

making decisions about their course schedule. 

Several students assumed that college graduation in four years was based on the high 

school model of graduating in four years. They thought credit accumulation in college was like 

high school credit accumulation. Kate explained, “I needed 24 credits to graduate in high school. 

Each class had a credit value and each student enrolled in the same number of credits each year. I 

thought it was the same.” She equated a full schedule in high school to 15 hours in college. Most 

students shared that they were ignorant about both definitions and implications of the number of 
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credit hours they enrolled in their first semester. Reviewing recruitment and admissions 

communications and publications from MSU brought further insight into what students 

understood about college in the pre-entry phase. 

MSU Communication Efficacy. The document review outlined the flow of information 

from MSU including what was shared and when it was shared.  Documents were collected from 

the offices of Admissions, OneStop (advising), and Financial Aid. These documents are listed in 

Appendix F and provide context for the process and timing of the correspondence that introduced 

enrollment requirements to the study participants.  

Although communication and high school counseling were reported to have influenced a 

few participants and their enrollment choices, student responses revealed that their understanding 

of the process was surface at best.  Jorge, a Merit Scholarship recipient, shared his awareness of 

the enrollment expectations and the rationale for university requirements when he stated,  

Well, I was told [prior to enrollment that] full time was taking 12 credit hours per 

semester and spending at least two hours outside of class studying. But I think the year 

that we got our merit scholarships, the full time definition didn't change but the amount 

of credit hours required to keep the scholarship changed. I think it was bumped up to 15 

to encourage, on time graduation. 

Others knew a typical expectation for completion time was four years, prior to 

enrollment.  Bobby stated that he was expected “to graduate in four years, at least from the 

culture I've been around.” He went on to explain that an older friend had told him that,  

People who are like you go to college for four years to get your degree and then you go to 

work or you go on to get a master’s. Until I got to college, I didn't realize that there are 

people that are still working on their bachelor's degree, you know, six, seven years in. 
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And yet some students, like Grace, shared that she learned about the 120 credit hours needed to 

graduate and the division of 30 per year at orientation, not the early correspondence shared by 

MSU designed to provide that understanding. Still others, like Cameron learned about the credit 

hour path to graduation much later. When asked if he knew that 12 credits were full-time and 

when he learned, Cameron shared, “No. Just this week after I was scared of dropping one of my 

classes. I was like, am I still going to be considered a full time student? I didn't know twelve 

credit hours was considered full-time student.” Cameron learned this lesson when in a meeting 

with his academic advisor, midway through his third semester of college. 

The documents reviewed demonstrate that MSU communicated with students about 

enrollment expectations. Student reports reveal that they had varied awareness and understanding 

of enrollment expectations. The variation reported was tied to different experiences with high 

school personnel, varied amount and efficacy of information shared in high school, and lack of 

familial experience with college-going expectations and processes. Students noted that they had 

received “lots of mail” from MSU and that they were excited about the correspondence that 

communicated their scholarship awards. Nearly all study participants remembered that they were 

required to enroll in 15 credit hours and that they had to sign a “contract” stating that they would.  

Push Scheduling and Agency. Push scheduling is when advisors push a course schedule 

to a student based on a survey, an academic transcript or both, without personal contact with the 

student. Midwest State used push scheduling for FTIC students. MSU advisors enrolled students 

based on a short questionnaire. The questionnaire asked students to rank their interest in general 

education topics, describe their preference for morning or evening courses, and relate 

information about college credit earned in high school. Questionnaires were completed prior to 

attending orientation, usually in March of the student’s senior year of high school. Schedules 
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were pushed soon thereafter, and students were given the opportunity to accept the schedule as is 

or request modifications. Once the schedule was approved, the student was automatically 

enrolled in the agreed upon courses for their first semester.  

In response to their engagement in their initial enrollment process most study participants 

related that they simply followed instructions. Adam noted, “Yeah, I kind of just let the course 

instructors take the wheel, I just had that survey filled out.” Eric added, “I didn't change it. I went 

with it. This is what they said. And so that’s what I did. And it seemed good. Like the time 

seemed perfect. There was no work conflict. So it was good.” And Ellen noted,  

I'm pretty sure I just got an email from one of the first-year advisors and she basically 

said, you need to take a math, you need to take an English, you need to take this and this 

and this and this. And because you've got these credits at high school, you can skip this 

and do this. And then she basically just told me, this is your schedule. And I didn't really 

have any choice in that.” 

In response, to Ellen’s statement Nate shared, 

I didn't really want to contest it. I didn't really. No one told me really that I could. So I 

just went with that. And I really wish I hadn't because I hated my math instructor. I didn't 

pass that semester of college algebra and it was like a 7 a.m. class. And I knew I wasn't 

going to be able to do a 7 a.m. class. And just I really wish I had contested that. But, you 

know, I was fresh out of high school. I'm scared... big, scary college. I'm just going to let 

her do whatever she wants to do for that. 

Study participants shared, nearly in unison, that their level of engagement in their enrollment 

process was limited. Many shared that they did not know that they had much say in the matters 

because their advisor, much like their high school counselors before, had the power to enroll 
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them in whatever they thought best. As a result, several students reported diminished satisfaction 

with their courses their first semester. Most thought it best “to just grin and bear it” because they 

did not know that their courses could be changed. Linda even noted taking a course her first 

semester that she had already earned credit for in high school and not saying a word, because she 

did not think it would matter. She resulted to accepting that “at least I should get an A.” One 

student concluded with, “I think they tricked us.” Push schedules are used for all FTIC freshmen 

at MSU.  

Pre-College Attributes or Factors: First-generation Student Family Support and Expectations 

Every student mentioned the influence of a family member, usually a parent or sibling, on 

their decision to attend college and subsequent enrollment. None of the students interviewed had 

parents who had earned a college degree. Most of their parents had not attended college or 

postsecondary education at all. Parental expectations and family legacy were strong motivators 

for both. Students recounted stories of parents who work in factories wanting more for their 

children. Eric stated that his parents were the only influence on his college decisions, “my 

parents really wanted me to go to college and at least get an associate or bachelor’s degree in 

something, especially my dad. Since he didn’t go, he really wanted me to go.”  Linda added,  

I’m a first generation student, so my parents, from the minute I was in middle school, 

they were just pounding it into me. They were like, you need to know what you want to 

do and you just got to get it done! 

 Many students talked about an older sibling who had attended college and their influence. 

Bobby’s sister graduated in three and a half years and he commented about the pressure to 

perform that her success created for him. Vivian has two siblings with degrees ahead of her. 

Their experiences provided a road map on enrollment and course load that she could not ignore.  
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Both of my siblings went to MSU, so they were there way before I even got to college. 

They were both full-time students. Seeing the workload that they had and how much time 

they spent studying and doing all this homework, I could definitely tell it was a lot 

different from high school. I was so worried, like oh no I’m not going to be able to do all 

of this schoolwork. But I also knew they would help me if needed. 

Two other students recounted challenges presented by their siblings that influenced their 

enrollment. Marcus shared that his brother regretted not going straight to graduate school after 

earning his bachelor’s degree and the need to press “hard” to get ahead and stay ahead so he 

could do what his brother had not, go the extra mile to not only earn a bachelor’s degree, but to 

“become a master.”  Grace noted her brother’s decision to open a business rather than go to 

college and the parental disappointment that she witnessed as an influence. Her parents placed a 

good deal of pressure on her to be the first one to achieve a degree. This esteemed her because 

her culture places greater emphasis on education for males than females. She also reported that 

the complement to the esteem was great stress. She wished her brother had preceded her to 

reduce her pressure.  

Summary. Study participants reported several factors that impacted both their decision to 

attend college and their initial college enrollment decision. The factors noted aligned with the 

pre-attributes defined in Tinto’s theoretical framework. Students reported that their personal and 

financial standing caused a reliance on university scholarship support. A recurrent theme across 

many of my specific findings involved learning the university. Lack of knowing university 

protocols and norms impacted student enrollment decisions and agency. This was true even for 

those who transferred credit to MSU. Students who transferred credit to MSU could have taken 

fewer credit hours and still completed 30 in the first year, but they were not inclined to enroll in 
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fewer than 15 credit hours. The flexibility was not apparent, and their focus was on meeting their 

scholarship requirements.  

University correspondence was scheduled appropriately to provide information in a 

timely manner, and it was informative, yet many students remained unaware of the policies 

around enrollment. As far as many of them knew, they were doing the same thing that everyone 

else did. They were following instructions, without much question and no dissent.  While there 

was no mention of momentum, university major maps and individual plans of study were divided 

into eight semesters, two each year and commonly included 15 or more credit hours each 

semester. References to “on-time” graduation were included on pamphlets, college handouts and 

university letters.  Expectations for a four-year experience were explicit and not questioned. 

Relationships with family members and high school personnel were another consistent 

theme in student responses. A reliance on information-sharing by parents, siblings, and teachers 

was key to informed decision-making. Reliable information was frequently absent. Family 

members are only good options if there is awareness of the current university context. Sibling 

support, while informative, can also be bittersweet. The constant comparison was a stress-

inducer for several students.  

Several students enrolled in a combination of 15 credit hours based on instructions of 

others, with little thought. Where the resources were limited, the students relied on the 

instruction of MSU personnel. Personal knowledge also impacted personal agency. Several 

students enrolled in a combination of 15 credit hours based on the instructions of others, with 

little thought. In effect, little or no knowledge was the equivalent of no or perhaps even negative 

support.  
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Commitment and Momentum: Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivators 

Students who enroll in 

college without a strong sense 

of purpose or plan to succeed 

are likely to exhibit lower 

levels of commitment and 

thus are more likely to drop 

out (Tinto, 1975, 1990, 1993). 

Both universities and 

researchers agree that 

improving and maintaining motivation can improve academic performance and student retention 

(Belfield et al., 2016; Connolly, 2016; Jenkins et al., 2009). Tinto’s longitudinal model (1997), in 

Figure 6, included goals and commitments to the institution and graduation twice, first as an 

input and pre-entry attribute and secondly as an output and result of institutional experiences and 

integration.  

The intentions and external commitments or motivations with which a student enters 

college influence how a student responds to the experiences encountered during her time on 

campus. Commitment is also a modifier when applied to those forces or conditions that influence 

the students that are not internal to college-going but are external like work, friends, and family. 

These commitments are representative of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations.  

 Students in this study were asked about their pre-entry commitment to MSU and 

graduation as well as their current level of commitment to the same. All but one of the study 

participants shared that they were fully committed to graduation after three semesters of 

Figure 6. Tinto's Theory of Student Integration (College Dropout) 
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attendance. Anne stated that not graduating simply wasn’t an option and Nate offered a similar 

sentiment when he said, “If I don't graduate, I definitely feel like it's just...  There's not another 

option. It's either, graduating or working a part time job hoping that to get manager status.” 

They were not only committed to graduation, but most were also committed to graduating 

in four years. Grace stated, “the only thing I knew is that I wanted to graduate in four years. 

There was no way I was staying here more than four years. That's all I knew and that’s still the 

case.”  When asked about the importance of graduating in four years, Adam commented,  

I mean, not that I couldn't make it work if I went longer. I just really hope I don't have to. 

I really don't ... It's kind of not really an option. It's like a five percent option, you know. 

Ninety-five percent I'm going for that four-year degree, you know. I'm sure some how I 

can make it work. If I can't, you know, I'm still not working. Because my parents think 

that it's really important to take school over work, but I definitely would take on that 

adventure if I had to, you know. 

While study participants were united in their declaration of intention to graduate and espoused 

commitment to doing so, they were less unilateral when explaining what motivated their 

commitment. Motivations of both the intrinsic and extrinsic type were noted. 

Intrinsic Motivations  

Study participants shared two motivations that led to no obvious external reward but 

would result in self-satisfaction. The first of these was the love of learning, followed by personal 

pride.  These responses were given in response to questions related to the decision to attend 

college, college selection and enrollment decisions.  

Love of Learning. Students noted that they liked school and that they had always been 

strong performers. Bobby commented that, “[going to college] was something that I aspired to do 
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because learning was always interesting to me.”  The sentiment was similar to Jorge’s who also 

talked about always enjoying learning. “They can put me in almost any class, and I will 

somehow find some sort of interest or motivation to keep at it.” Students tied their decision to 

attend college to their positive prior performance and the enjoyment found in learning.  

In addition to enjoying formal schooling, students in this study were esteemed by 

academic success and above average performance. They had a desire to learn new things and 

conquer new challenges. College attendance was doable because of their prior performance.  

Personal Pride. In addition to fulfilling their own need for esteem, several students 

mentioned the desire to create a narrative of success for their family of origin or their culture. 

Three students mentioned their immigrant background and the importance of demonstrating to 

their elders that they had achieved the promise of the American Dream that prompted their 

migration to the United States.  Students also commented on their desire to raise the profile of 

those that share their cultural or racial identity. One student, Cameron, specified a motivation to 

“beat the statistics.” Cameron stated,  

I'm always being told the statistics about African-American men who don’t graduate or 

who even go to college. And I didn't want to be a part of that statistic. Just another 

number. I wanted to show them that I am Cameron and I am who I am. 

Pride in family, pride in culture and pride in personal accomplishments were all noted as 

motivations by study participants.  

Extrinsic Motivators 

Two extrinsic motivators stood out in the data, escaping poverty and an identified career 

aspiration or vocation.  

Escaping Poverty.  Multiple students gave responses that indicated that a primary 
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motivation for going to college had to do with changing their life circumstances. Marcus 

commented,  

A huge thing that helped me decide to go to college [was that] I have to do the right thing 

for them [family] and I know this will benefit me. I don’t want to live in poverty, I don’t 

want to be uneducated. I want to work for the community. I want my community to grow. 

I want my family to grow. 

Cameron also saw poverty as a reason to attend college. He said,  

growing up I would kinda, you know, hear about college and then I would see people 

and, there was no judgement to those people, but I would tell myself, I don’t want to end 

up like that. I wanted to use the resources I had to see where they would take me.   

Social mobility was an extrinsic motivator that drove commitment to graduation.  

 Career Aspirations. The most common response given related to why a participant 

chose to attend college was connected to a career aspiration. Kate connected her childhood love 

of Legos and building as a possible influence for her becoming an engineer and Cameron noted 

that his desire to impact change in his community required a college degree. 

 Three students were engaged in vocational-technical experiences in high school that 

solidified their career choices and gave them an opportunity for applied learning. Each noted the 

importance of this experience in helping them determine that college was an important next step. 

Vivian noted,  

I just always knew that I wanted to go to college. I also knew I wanted to be a nurse. So, I 

knew that in order to get that way, I’d have to attend college. I’d be able to help people, 

so like attending college will help me help people. 

Another student made a similar remark when discussing her desire to study business and 
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accounting. Early exposure through her mother’s job coupled with a high school internship set 

her on the path “to a career that I knew would make me happy and feed my potential family.” 

Attending college and enrollment in 15 credit hours was a practical decision to advance broader 

goals for both self-actualization and meeting one’s basic needs.  

Credit Hour Enrollment was not a Demonstration of Commitment 

 Commitment is not only important prior to enrollment, but the theoretical framework 

shows that commitment is impacted by the experience students have on campus and can lead to 

greater campus integration.  Study participants clearly stated that enrolling in 15 credit hours was 

not meant to be a demonstration of their already high commitment, but rather compliance to the 

university policies and the desire to graduate in four years. Anne shared that, “It was my choice 

to go four years. It's not really a choice to enroll in 15 because that's just what I have to do to get 

it done.”  Ellen added, “If I didn't have that scholarship tying me to 15 credits, I definitely would 

[enroll in 15 credit hours] anyway, or at least 30 in the academic year because it's not an option 

to be [here for] a fifth year.” Marcus, who agreed that enrollment in 15 was a means to an end 

stated,  

I knew that I needed to start off fast. Start off with a heavy load because I needed to take 

a lot of credit hours in those four years. And I think my first, second and then now in this 

semester of taking over 15 credit hours in all semesters is because of just that. And it's 

something that came with the responsibility of graduating in exactly four years. 

Several students missed the potential connections between initial enrollment in 15 credit 

hours a semester, their personal commitment, and a four-year degree program all together. Anne 

further noted, “I didn't see a direct correlation between, like, me taking 15 hours as opposed to 

like 12 hours. I don't feel like that really represents the drive I had.” Some like Adam explained 
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that they could see why taking 15 a semester might not be good for certain majors and thus 

would not be a good representation of commitment or effort and Bobby admitted,  

You know, I feel like since hearing Grace say, ‘I'm a biomed major on the premed track,’ 

I'm like, wow, that's a lot. [laughter] As opposed to, like, my major. It's a lot of classes, 

but it's more like a lot of one credit our classes that I'm taking. Who would blame her for 

taking 12? 

Despite not seeing the connection between enrolling in 15 and their personal commitment 

to the university and graduation, participants did believe that enrolling in 15 had its benefits. 

Grace confided, “So I feel like that 15 credits definitely trained me. I would say it made me 

stronger and it made me like, you know, handle stress better.” Bobby also commented,  

[Enrollment in 15] definitely drove me a lot more because I had a lot to keep up. It drove 

me to be more organized. It drove me to just to keep myself always in check about what I 

am doing with my time. 

Students also reported that their enrollment in 15 hours had benefits that facilitated their 

persistence. Skills that were mentioned by multiple study participants included time 

management, prioritization of activities, and organization. During his interview, Jorge 

commented that [enrollment in 15 credit hours] “was actually a good idea for me to sort of get 

that experience. It forced me to get organized and figure something out quick in order to not fall 

behind.” Kate noted the importance of learning to balance her time between competing priorities. 

She stated,  

… and so when I had all this homework, I was like, whoa. And I really had to figure out 

how to get my time under control to where I can finish all my homework, I can study, 

make sure I will do good in my classes, but I can also have some free time for myself. 
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Most students shared the benefits and lessons resulting from their perceived success with 

their enrollment. Nate summed up his learning by sharing how he was able to strengthen his 

resilience because of a failure. He stated that enrolling in 15 credit hours taught him to “fight for 

what you actually want and to not settle for what everyone's telling you to do, because I took that 

seven A.M. class and I knew I shouldn't have.” Student commitment was high throughout their 

experiences, even the negative ones.  

Summary 

Motivation to succeed and commitment to graduation were evident with the student 

participants. Students spoke of their motivation in both intrinsic and extrinsic ways. Personal 

pride in self and family were among the most reported sources of motivation. Students were also 

committed to college graduation because of the notable expected extrinsic benefits earned when 

one is the holder of a college degree. Rising above poverty was a common refrain from those 

interviewed. Students also shared a desire to make a difference in their communities that 

required post-secondary credentials. This earned credential would provide access to career 

opportunities and social impact that students do not feel is accessible without the degree.  

Finally, like with the theoretical framework, commitment on the front end can lead to 

increased or diminished commitment later. Students in the study shared openly their desire to 

complete college and to do so in four years. While this commitment to graduation was present 

upon entry in post-secondary and continues to remain present in now the third semester, it was 

not created by enrollment in 15 credit hours. Enrollment in 15 was a matter of compliance, not 

commitment or even choice.  

The Student Experience: 15 to Finish Affected Student Academic and Social Integration 

Study participants explained that their enrollment in 15 credit hours impacted both their 
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academic life at MSU as well as their social engagement. Tinto’s theoretical framework stated 

that to persist, students needed integration into formal (academic performance) and informal 

(faculty/staff interaction) academic systems and formal (extracurricular activities) and informal 

(peer-group interactions) social systems.  Academic integration is linked to academic 

performance (Beelick, 1973). Students with better grades are typically more satisfied and 

satisfaction is a proxy for integration (Liu & Liu, 2000; Pascarella et al., 2004; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 2005). Students reported that enrolling in 15 credit hours affected their academic and 

social integration in multiple ways. Several findings emerged from data resulting from questions 

about integration and the lived experiences of the students.  

Academic Integration: Performance and Satisfaction 

The student screener revealed that all students enrolled in at least 15 credit hours during 

the first semester of their first year and six of them enrolled in more than 15. Success, according 

to university models, is defined as an earned grade of C or better. Table 2 depicts student 

performance during the first year of enrollment. Thirteen of the 15 students successfully 

completed all their courses with nine named to the Dean’s List, five in good standing and one on 

probation. Representation on the Dean’s list dropped to seven after the second semester.  

Because of the pandemic, all university students had the opportunity to forgo the 

assignment of grades of D or F in the spring of 2020 by choosing to have their grade reported as 

pass or fail. A pass or fail grade had no impact on the earned grade point average. Even with the 

added flexibility, student grade point averages dropped the second semester, but not so much that 

students were placed on probation.    
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Table 2 

STUDENT ENROLLMENT AND PERFORMANCE IN 15 OR MORE CREDIT HOURS 

ID FL2019 

CH ATT 

FL2019 

Success 

FL2019 

Status 

SP2020 

CH ATT 

SP2020 

Success 

SP2020 

Status 

Hours 

Earned 

FL 2020 

CH ATT 

Jim 17 Yes Dean's 18 Yes Good 61-70 Less than 15 

Nate 15 No Good 18 No Good 31-40 More than 15 

Anne 15 Yes Good 16 Yes Good 31-40 More than 15 

Cameron 15 Yes Dean's 15 Yes Dean's 31-40 More than 15 

Mary 16 Yes Dean's 14 Yes Good 61-70 15 

Linda 15 Yes Dean's 15 Yes Dean's 41-50 Less than 15 

Eric 16 Yes Dean's 14 Yes Dean's 31-40 More than 15 

Gracie 15 Yes Good 15 No Good 31-40 More than 15 

Jorge 17 Yes Dean's 14 Yes Dean's 41-50 Less than 15 

Adam 16 Yes Dean's 15 Yes Dean's 61-70 More than 15 

Bobby 15 Yes Good 15 Yes Good 31-40 Less than 15 

Kate 17 No Probation 13 No Probation >30 More than 15 

Ellen 15 Yes Good 17 No Good 41-50 Less than 15 

Vivian 15 Yes Dean's 14 Yes Dean's 80< Less than 15 

Marcus  15 Yes Dean's 16 Yes Dean's 31-40 More than 15 

 

Credits Earned. Nearly across the board, student academic performance was satisfactory 

and credit accumulation was either on target or ahead of schedule for 120 credit hours in four 

years. The data compiled from the screening survey and reported in Table 2 show that all but one 

of the interviewed students was academically successful based on their academic standing 

(Dean’s List, Good Standing or Probation) and 

achieved sophomore status at the end of the first 

year. Most exceeded 30 credit hours earned due to 

the transfer of college credit earned in high school. 

Figure 7 shows that nearly half earned between 31-

40 hours, three each earned 41-50 and 61-30. One 

student reported earning more than 80 hours by the start 

of their second school year. At least three students shared during the interview that at least some 

Figure 7.  Students by Earned Credit Hours 
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of the credit accrued prior to college enrollment did not count towards graduation, thus limiting 

further declarations related to progress on degree requirements or even potential on-time 

graduation.  

Continued Enrollment in 15 or More. The 

data gathered covering the first three semesters of 

enrollment, indicated that in the fall of 2019, six 

students reported taking more than 15 credit hours 

and that number increased to eight reporting the same 

for the fall of 2020. While those students who 

continued to enroll in 15 or more chose to enroll in more credit hours per semester (17 or 18), the 

number of those students decreased overtime. More telling perhaps, is that in the first semester 

all 15 participants were enrolled in 15 credit hours or more. By spring, the number enrolled in 15 

credit hours was reduced to 10 students. In fall of 2020, only eight students reported still talking 

15 or more credit hours.  

Many have turned to double dipping, enrolling in more than one institution at one time, 

or swirling, moving back and forth between multiple universities during the summer as an 

alternate method of credit accumulation. Kate takes advantage of “wintermester” at a local 

community college when she goes home for break. Jim was planning to take two summer 

courses in 2021 to reduce his credit load his third year.  

 While students are making their way, with adjustments, most of them report feeling 

academically successful. Two noted earning all A’s the first semester of attendance and others 

were more modest with comments like “even amid stress and personal problems and everything, 

I think my grades have been a direct result of hard work” or “for what was expected of me, I feel 
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like I did well.” Some students noted recent inductions into honor societies as validation that 

their academic performance was above par.  

Crowd Out. Students noted that their course loads crowded out other activities that could 

have added to their college experiences and satisfaction, including studying. Nate shared that “I 

did lose my merit scholarship because I fell below the GPA and I’m still trying to get my GPA 

up. And I’m really feeling that first semester still.”  Likewise, Jim noted,  

I just didn’t have time. … my three credit hour class was a history class online but with 

all my other homework and learning everything, and this hard new material that was 

coming real fast, I just didn’t spend much time with my history class. Like reading 

because it was like a large amount of reading on my own and then having to write stuff 

and do some research. I just didn’t spend a lot of time with that class. But I still had to do 

some work in the end, and it was difficult.  

Cameron, recently down from 15 credit hours to 12 noted, “I was free all day today. I got three 

classes of work done. I’m not used to getting work done on time.”  

 The impact of enrollment in 15 credit hours on academic engagement was only one 

finding. Students also talked about the tension between completing course work and engaging in 

preferred activities. Vivian talked about the trade-off between the two this way.  

Like if you want to go out, partying and stuff like Gary, and you still have all this 

schoolwork to do, well you’re probably going to make it happen so that you can have 

your fun time. Like you will probably do your homework earlier or set it aside for 

another day. 

Students went on to talk about other activities that were impacted by the rigorous course load. 
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 Limited Time for Work. Students experienced limited time for work because of the rigors 

of their academic course loads. Most students reported not working at all during the semester, 

only during the summer and over long breaks. When asked if she worked, Grace volunteered, 

“My first semester I worked for a month and then I was like, man, I can’t do this. I can’t go back 

to work because I really wasn’t able to balance well.” Adam reported that he was, “holding off 

on having a job again for another year, even if it’s flexible. I could use that extra hour to go and 

catch up on lectures or something.” 

Of the three participants that did work, all recounted the need for extreme flexibility in 

scheduling due to their academic obligations. Cameron shared that he routinely asked for time 

off to focus on studying. Others commented that they saw not working as the natural tradeoff for 

a higher number of enrolled hours. Adam stated,  

I feel like if you have the money to go to college or are willing to take debt, you can just 

afford to not have to work and therefore take more credit hours and also have way more 

time to focus on classes.” 

Mary shared a similar thought when she stated,  

I really just like hanging out with my friends and focusing on school. My parents really 

pushed that you don’t have to get a job right now if you don’t feel comfortable, classes 

come first. Your scholarship is more important than the money that you’re gonna make at 

a part time job, so focus on that first. 

The student experience was affected by enrollment in 15 credit hours. For most students, grades 

were the ultimate indicator. Students fully engaged in the formal academic system and had 

limited engagement with the informal system. They did so at the peril of their social lives.  
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Social Integration 

Students were less integrated in the formal social systems at MSU. Social integration is 

often defined by student engagement in extra-curricular activities. Liu (2000) noted that students 

integrated into a campus avail themselves to athletics, cultural events, and residence hall living 

among other activities. Campuses that excel in social integration are friendly, sensitive to student 

backgrounds and needs and respectful of diversity.  Like working, many students commented 

that social involvement was also one of the sacrifices that needed to be made to meet the 

academic obligations caused by enrolling in 15 credit hours. When asked about social 

integration, Grace commented, “I don’t have much of a social life right now. I’m either on 

campus or at home. Fifteen credit hours kinda affected that.” Other students shared similar 

experiences. Cameron jokingly added, “So I mean, I get texts and calls sometimes saying, 

‘Cameron, who are you? We don’t know you anymore.’ I want to be there, but you know… it’s 

about priorities.” One of Linda’s faculty members reportedly commented that her dedication to 

her studies was a mark of maturity and that 19-year-old students are typically out “partying and 

having fun.” Study participants limited their social interactions to focus on their studies. 

 Students in the study either lived at home or on campus their first semester at MSU.  

Several students shared that living in the residence hall helped with social integration and not 

only provided a much needed relief from the stress associated with enrollment in 15 or more 

hours but also gave them a way to make friends. Kate shared her experience.  

Everybody’s doing their first semester. For someone like me who comes from out of 

state, you’ve got to meet friends. I didn’t know anybody on campus, so coming here, I 

was in a big world and I didn’t have anybody right at the start. So that was something 

important for me. I needed to try and get involved in what ways I could, but not let my 
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grades slip. 

Bobby explained the impact of 15 credit hours on his social involvement.  

My first year I got involved as much as I could. Though that did end up resulting in some 

late nights of me studying until like 1:00 or 2:00 A.M. But I don't think the 15 credit 

hours really stopped me or limited me from like being social, going to different 

organizations, even like going out and partying or even just hanging out with friends. 

There were some nights where I had to study a little harder. There were times where I did 

have to stay after class and talk to the professor like, hey, I didn’t study hard enough for 

this. I need help.  

Balancing academic work with social activities was a practice that each student discussed. Most 

felt they were required to sacrifice some level of social engagement, but not so much that they 

completely missed out on creating positive relationships. Many mentioned that their involvement 

was stronger their freshmen year and had changed over time with more attention to their 

academics at this point in their college career. 

The Importance of Peer Groups. Those students who felt that enrollment in 15 credit 

hours positively impacted their social integration and even those that acknowledge that their 

course load required them to cut back on social involvement noted the importance of peer groups 

as academic and social connections. Marcus shared that as his engagement with research with a 

faculty member increased, his participation in clubs and organizations decreased. While he no 

longer had time for those groups, he had established connections with his research team.  Jim 

noted similarly that most of his current relationships were with students pursuing his major. 

Anne shared that “my community of people that I gained through my few organizations really 

helped me succeed, because if I am struggling with something, I don’t feel uncomfortable asking 
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for help. And that’s really something that’s changed since high school.” The clubs and large 

student organizations were not as important to study participants as the solid groups of friends 

they made and relied upon.    

Many students noted the importance of groups associated with their academic pursuits 

while others focused on relationships associated with social activities. Linda was heavily 

engaged in intramural soccer; Bobby found his connection with peers in the campus recreation 

center and other students relied on esports teams and leadership organizations. 

Summary 

Enrolling in 15 credit hours paid off for the academic integration and performance of 

students in the study. The enrollment pattern left fewer hours in the day for studying and 

required some students to prioritize which courses would get their attention and which ones 

would perhaps suffer. Students in this study also noted that they had little time to work at a job. 

Others commented on time for additional activities with faculty members, like research and 

conference participation.  

Social integration was diminished by enrollment in 15 credit hours. Engagement was 

limited to those activities that could be handled with residual time rather than being primary 

pursuits. Study participants were able to articulate the sacrifice and had reconciled the necessity 

of the sacrifice in exchange for graduating from college within four years.  

Informal peer groups were noted as critical to supporting each student’s involvement on 

campus and a support for their process. Students also shared that even when their involvement 

with campus organizations and activities gave way to academic obligation, their peer groups 

were sustained.   
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Perceptions of Momentum 

 Academic momentum because of credit hour enrollment is desired by MSU for every 

student. The participants in this study each agreed that they believed themselves to have 

achieved momentum. When provided the textbook definition of momentum and asked if he 

thought he had achieved it, Adam, who happened to be an engineering major, used another 

physical science term to describe his momentum when he stated, “Yeah. There is an inertia to it, 

in a way.” Nate, a student whose academic journey has been less than smooth answered 

differently. She noted,  

I think so. I think having that really rough [start], jumping headfirst into college first 

semester sort of set me up for this mentality that I did that, now I can continue to do that. 

You know, I survived that and I'm going to survive this. And it’s sort of a kind of 

momentum.  

 While several students thought that taking 15 credit hours their first semester led them to 

success, none of them had connected the behavior to the phenomena of academic momentum 

before their interview. Eric stated,  

I guess you could call it that. It's not something I thought about. It’s kind of made me feel 

like I started off on the right, on the right foot and they got me going. I got a lot out the 

way. So, I mean, I guess yeah. 

Like Eric, Linda could best see the benefit of enrolling in 15 credit hours to create momentum 

and compared her collegiate experience to that of her peers. Linda shared the following during 

her interview, “I definitely feel like I have momentum compared to other classmates who are 

exactly my same age and they're just barely starting out. They are still in intro classes.”  

The tendency for students to identify momentum in their academic journey was neither 



 
 

84 
 

universal nor long lived. Several students shared that while they might have started ahead of the 

game as freshmen, because of both transferring credits from high school to college and enrolling 

in 15 credit hours the first semester, the benefit of the momentum was short lived. When asked 

about the achievement of momentum, Jorge’s response was telling. He stated, “I think I had it at 

the start and then it sort of just began dwindling over time.” Kate responded,  

I for sure did at the start. And I probably still have momentum more than not. But just at 

the same time, I think creating that pressure to make sure students take classes and stuff 

and everything to, like, push people forward came at a cost. Like basketball games and 

parties. It was a lot to handle the first year.  

Students routinely discussed the tension of wanting to finish within the identified time frame by 

enrolling in more hours and frustration that the hard and fast rule did not seem to leave room for 

the realities of their lives. Jorge commented, “On one hand, I did have momentum, until I found 

that one class that wasn't a fit, so I had to rethink or redo something. And on the other hand, 

personal things arose. That was not momentum.” Students worked hard to remain on track and 

abate distractions. They attributed some of their ability to stick to their plans on internal factors 

that served as motivation.  

Internal Factors. Early momentum was not perceived to result merely from their course 

load. Students ascribed their achieved momentum to internal and external factors, some of which 

had little or nothing to do with their enrollment. All the factors tied back to their initial 

commitment and pre-attributes.  

Personal Characteristics. When asked if they had personal characteristics that could 

have positively or negatively impacted their momentum, the participants not only answered in 

the affirmative, but they also each explained that their academic success and even their recently 
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experienced momentum was in part connected to their personal characteristic. The study 

participants shared that characteristics like determination and motivation were the type of traits 

that set them apart and that those traits were common for first-generation students. Vivian 

shared, 

I definitely think that … we think really highly of ourselves when it comes to our 

education and we want to do better. So, I definitely think that the students who make it 

this far and are first-generation always have that same mentality. There [are] like a lot of 

different reasons for first-generation students to be motivated.  

 Self-willed was another trait shared. Cameron differentiated being self-willed from being 

determined because in his mind, determination and motivation could be lost. Continuing, in spite 

of those losses constituted a strong will.  Grace had similar thought related to pushing through. 

She noted, “I'm sure every college student has a moment in their life where they're like, what am 

I doing? Why don’t I just go do something else with the money I'm putting into college? It's just 

the determination.” Some students felt as though they literally willed themselves to success by 

ignoring the possibility of failure.  

 While the participants stopped short of saying that they were better students than others, 

they seemed to find frustration with classmates who appeared to be less motivated. Mary stated, 

“in a lot of my classes, people’s mindsets are totally different than mine. I just don't understand 

it.” Eric summed it up by adding, “I also feel like those people who are fulltime students and 

who actually, like, really care about school, they definitely have their priorities more straight.” 

Individual characteristics were important to study participants and perhaps differentiated them 

from their peers, but they also noted similarities with those with shared identities.  
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Culture, Family Pride and Legacy. Another common refrain about possible reasons for 

momentum and success tied to the expectations and teaching of family, many times with cultural 

implications. Vivian explained, “like the Hispanic community, they're like, well, my parents 

came here in order to give me a better future. So, I don't want to let them down.” Another student 

from an immigrant-background shared a similar sentiment when he said,  

Speaking on like Latinx culture… a lot of what is passed down from generation to 

generation is your hard work and hard work is something that once you get to the states, 

it's like, ok, my hard work isn't enough. Just because I work hard does not it mean that I 

can provide for the family like I need to, like I want to! I need to translate my hard labor 

into hard studying, into hard research and so you know, having high goals, high passions 

to make the people that you come from proud, if that makes sense. 

Grace also noted the importance of her culture and the opportunities afforded to women.  

Sometimes it's like girls, they get married at a young age as a form of survival. And that 

definitely kind of motivated me. Like I didn't want to just rely on marrying someone just 

to, you know, to live my life.  I just want to be able to live independently from my 

family.  

In addition to family and personal sacrifices, students talked about family expectations 

and support. Eric’s family, like many others, “instilled two ideas or beliefs … hard work and 

commitment.” He continued to share, “unless I have like a real plan on not graduating and a real 

reason why...  I'm committed to doing it. And if I have to take a bunch of credit hours, then I 

will.” The support of family completed the trifecta.  

Students talked about their families and their support as their “superpower.” Nate 

reflected on his failed class and shared, “my parents are very supportive people and they're very 
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understanding of everything. And that sort of failing and having them to catch me was very 

reassuring.” Eric summarized thoughts shared by many when he talked about when his family, 

“They're proud of me and they encourage me. Sometimes there so many letters and phone calls 

and messages. They support me and push me academically. That's what makes me like motivated 

and gives me some more momentum.”  Momentum fed by internal factors was plentiful.  

External factors. Family values, personal characteristics, and the desire to improve 

conditions for the next generation were frequently given reasons for the achievement students 

experienced their first semester, but there were several external factors discussed as well. The 

most frequent response was the reliance on the scholarship because of a lack of personal funding.  

Scholarships and Funding. “The thought of losing my scholarship was a big push,” Nate 

said. “To keep it, I need a 3.25 GPA and complete 30 hours a year. It was really a driving factor 

of what I needed to accomplish. I think the fear of losing that really pushed me to be better.” 

This was a common refrain. Marcus shared, “engineers don’t usually graduate in four years, but I 

would like to because that’s how long I have funding.” Student reliance on funding was a clear 

driver of their enrollment, if not their momentum. Ellen stated,  

I definitely knew that if I did more than four, I know a lot of my scholarships would 

probably go away because most scholarships are limited to four years. I knew that if I do 

five or six years or more that I'll definitely have to pay more out of pocket. It's definitely 

like, oh, so I need to get this done so I don't have to pay out of pocket and be broke. 

Several participants saw the ability to achieve momentum by enrolling in 15 credit hours 

as an equity issue where they enjoyed privilege that was afford them because of scholarships.  

Jorge shared, “If they are first-generation and they were trying to [enroll in 15 credit hours], I 

can say from experience it is expensive and even now I do not know if I have enough finances to 
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keep that up.”  He went on to explain, “imagine maybe they don't have enough finances or 

maybe they have other things they need to take care of their life. And unfortunately, they just had 

to shelve continuing their education.” Kate also attributed some of her good fortune or ability to 

graduate in four years to the scholarship support and funding.  

People who may not be able to take15 credit hours just aren't able to graduate in four 

years. So, it creates a lot more stress on them and they can have a lot harder time of just 

getting everything they need. 

While scholarships were the primary factor that led to enrollment in 15 credit hours and 

controlled both academic and social integration, scholarships also allowed students the freedom 

to focus on their education, in many cases removing the necessity of work for pay.  

 High School Experiences. Study participants also listed contributors to their momentum 

as the opportunity to earn and transfer college credit while in high school; high school personnel 

that prepared them for college; and teacher relationships. Marcus shared that his preparation in 

high school set him apart. He stated, “I think I am different because of my past resources that I 

had in high school.” In his mind, those teachers and programs prepared him for the “worst case 

scenarios” and taking 15 or more credit hours was just one of those scenarios.  

Transfer of Credit and High School Prep. Like Marcus, Linda placed the origin of her 

momentum on her high school experience. She shared, “Don't get me wrong, enrolling in 15 

credits the first semester also helped, but it was just me starting while I was still in high school 

that ...that's what really motivated me.” Jorge shared, with tears in his eyes, that his biggest 

supporter also drove his momentum, a high school teacher that invested in him and with whom 

he has maintained a mentoring relationship. “I just don’t want to disappoint him,” he stated.  
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Summary 

 Study participants reported experiencing momentum. While they agreed that they were 

ahead of the college-going game, they gave many reasons why the momentum they felt existed. 

Despite being told that academic momentum was a phenomenon experienced as a result of 

enrollment in 15 credit hours or more, students listed other reasons for momentum including 

their family values, honoring their culture and family sacrifices, and personal traits that 

differentiated them from other members of the student body.   

 External factors that students reported supporting their academic success and credit 

accumulation were equally plentiful. Students consistently suggested that the pre-attributes of 

high school preparation both in the classroom and learning about college-going, were difference 

makers. They talked about the pride they had in their high schools and the desire to make those 

who were instrumental in their development proud. The other pre-attribute that some students 

said contributed to their momentum was poverty. Some students thought of their poverty as 

reliance on scholarships to attend college. Some talked about their eligibility for Federal Pell 

grants, additional aid that is only awarded to students whose families earn income that is 125% 

of the federal poverty guideline. Without the scholarships that enabled their enrollment, the 

dreams that the study participants and their families shared would be at best, deferred. Students 

shared that they enrolled in 15 hours, or more, for two primary reasons: 1) because their 

scholarships required 15-hour enrollment, and 2) in four years their money for school would dry 

up. Having less to do with intentionally generating academic momentum toward graduation for 

these students, momentum was fueled primarily through commitment and financial necessity. 

Graduation in four years was not optional, thus neither was enrollment in 15 credit hours.  

 While not a specific finding, the student’s identity was an underlying factor that 
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influenced every finding. Parental educational attainment, on which a student’s status as first-

generation is determined, is a determinant in financial ability to attend college. Reliance on 

school personnel is higher when parents have limited information or experience with college-

going and success. Pressures from family were noted to be high as each family was excited about 

the first in their family to attend and complete college. The first-generation identity was a 

prominent and determining factor.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

This study explored first-generation student perceptions of academic momentum 

achieved after enrolling in 15 credit hours the first semester of college. Tinto’s Theory of Student 

Departure (1993, 1997) provided a way to develop insight into the family and background pre-

entry factors that influenced first-time-in-college, first-generation student initial credit hour 

enrollment; the breadth of experiences and activities that enrollment in 15 credit hours provided 

and the impact of said activities on academic and social integration on momentum. The 

conclusions derived from the analysis of the findings presented in Chapter Four have 

implications for universities with large first-generation student populations that implement 15 to 

Finish practices to facilitate academic momentum. 

Discussion 

The findings support the assertion that enrollment in 15 credit hours produces academic 

momentum, when defined as credit momentum or the speed of credit accumulation. Study 

participants noted that their experience with credit momentum diminished over time and 

described other drivers of momentum that were sustaining their persistence and would ultimately 

ensure their graduation. The findings and conclusions of this study support the theoretical 

framework as applied in this context. Parental educational attainment is noted in Tinto’s 

framework (1975, 1993, 1997) as a pre-entry factor that impacts commitment and leads to 

persistence and completion. Findings in this study revealed that further discussion of the first-

generation factor and its relation to momentum is warranted.  

The Importance of the First-generation Identity as a Pre-Attribute 

The theoretical framework on which this study is based was created prior to the dramatic 
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increases in first-generation students on college campuses in the United States (RTI 

International, 2019a). The prototypical college student in 1975 was considerably different than 

the average student at MSU in 2020. The changing demographic is just one factor that points to 

the importance of this research. The political winds and constant evolution of the workforce 

requires colleges and universities to explore new and more effective ways to increase both 

college-going and graduation rates (Rubin & Hearn, 2018). Currently, immigrant and non-white 

populations are growing at a faster rate than the middle-class white population. If colleges and 

universities are to meet the demands of industry, the first-generation college student population 

must grow.  

MSU is working to meet these demands and educate students of all walks of life, many of 

whom may not have considered a college education 20 years ago. Just over 45% of students at 

MSU identified as members of the first generation in their family to attend college and parental 

educational attainment is one of the pre-entry factors known to impact retention, persistence, and 

graduation. Chapter two of this study includes literature that clearly notes both the barriers that 

first-generation students face when attending college as well as the systemic failings of 

universities that are not intentional about creating a culture of success for the growing 

demographic. The first-generation identity has implications for universities that adopt the credit 

momentum or 15 to Finish as the litmus test for successful persistence.  

Several of the findings indicated that students in this study had to learn how to 

successfully navigate college. All incoming students have a learning curve with new information 

and expectations, but continuing-generation students have parents who can share information 

about college and university expectations and also provide guidance. Parents who themselves 

have not attended college have difficulty providing the same level of support (Ishitani, 2016; 
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Jenkins et al., 2009).  The context of a university can be nuanced, and well-meaning family 

members can misinterpret information and give bad advice, costing students time or money or 

both. First-generation students like those in this study are reliant on both the sending high school 

and the receiving university to help fill gaps in understanding and knowledge, sometimes for 

both the parent and the student.  

High school preparation is especially important for first-generation students because their 

high school personnel are often their best source of information about college attendance. 

Students in this study had different levels of exposure to and knowledge of the expectations 

related to college attendance. While some reported being prepared, many of the students were 

not. Students were open in sharing that while their parents supported their attendance, they 

simply could not fill in gaps in knowledge.  

Students explained that they thought college was like high school and found themselves 

looking for similarities rather than identifying the differences. They came in as freshmen and 

planned to exit as seniors. There was comfort in repeating the cycle. They held an expectation to 

graduate in four years, again. Similarities were also experienced when the MSU advisor sent the 

first semester schedule, just like their high school counselor had done several times before. Many 

of the students in this study generalized that high school was like college and this generalization 

diminished optimal engagement in making decisions about their first experiences in higher 

education. Students would have done well to look for changes so they could adapt their behavior.  

The review of MSU documents indicate that MSU assumed that students had basic 

information about “how college works” including awareness of definitions of credit hour or full-

time enrollment. While this was true for some study participants, it was not for nearly half of 

those interviewed. This missing information took some students up to three semesters to learn.  
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While MSU had an established communication protocol, it proved ineffective in ensuring 

that students understood the implications of their enrollment requirements. In several cases 

students knew they were required to enroll in 15 credit hours but lacked the understanding of the 

academic policies and degree programs to articulate why the enrollment pattern was important 

for them and how they could internalize the university value of on-time completion to move their 

own adoption beyond simple compliance to commitment. Missing prior knowledge of 

expectations and realities of enrollment patterns left students to rely on the recruitment materials 

and brief instructions provided to them by MSU.   

Universities like MSU could do much to support the transition of their students, 

especially those that are first-generation, by providing opportunities to learn more about how 

college works prior to enrollment. Making sure that students understand the federal requirements 

for full-time enrollment for federal aid and differentiating the requirements for scholarship 

eligibility should be communicated by the university, as should information about how to 

schedule courses and the difference between high school and college enrollment. Doing so would 

improve student engagement and individual agency. 

University records indicate that 76% of the class of 2019 received a merit scholarship of 

some size. Fourteen of the interviewed students were recruited to MSU using scholarships. 

Several of the students remarked that they were only able to attend college because of financial 

support and the concern for the ability to pay the remainder of their college education was front 

of mind for each of them. The financial status of each student’s family paired with the 

scholarship reliance proved to be a driver of enrollment practices. Students enrolled in the credit 

hours that were required by their scholarships, not as a demonstration of commitment to their 

education.  
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Based on the student’s perceptions that college enrollment functioned like their high 

school enrollment, if their scholarships had required more or even fewer credit hours, the 

students would have likely made decisions in alignment with those requirements. This reliance 

on scholarship dollars to fund educational goals is intended to reduce anxiety for students related 

to the cost of attendance. That was true, but the scholarship was also an unintended restraint for 

students. It provided enough financial support to pay the proverbial bills, but also created 

conditions that made it difficult for a student to work.  

First-generation students are known to enroll in fewer credit hours than non-first-

generation students (Belfield et al., 2016; Jenkins et al., 2009). Some researchers suggest that 

parent educational attainment is one of the factors contributing to low completion rates for the 

subpopulation (Attewell & Douglas, 2014; Attewell et al., 2012; Attewell & Monaghan, 2016; 

Jenkins et al., 2009; Kearney & Graczyk, 2014). Several students noted their good fortune in 

both earning a scholarship and enrolling in 15 credit hours. They understood that their high 

school performance, transfer of college credit, scholarship award, and current enrollment pattern 

would provide an advantage for them compared to their peers that were missing one or all those 

benefits. As students discussed this dynamic in the focus groups, they raised several interesting 

questions in their conversations. Many asked about the first-generation students who could not 

enroll in 15 credit hours because they did not have financial support to cover the cost of that 

many courses at once. They openly considered the options for momentum available to students 

who had to work or had family obligations that prohibited them from such a rigorous course 

load? These students interrogated the advantage provided to them as a demographic, often 

referred to by MSU as “under-served” because of their first-generation status, and how their 

advantage could create even more disadvantage for other first-generation students. Their insight 
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provoked thought and further questions on my part that are outside the scope of this study but 

bear consideration for further study.  

If momentum is a product of enrollment and credit accumulation, does that automatically 

mean that some of their peers were pre-determined to not have any momentum at all? Study 

participants noted that while they had some distinguishing characteristics such as eagerness, 

hardworking, smart, and with early college credits earned, their commitment to graduation was a 

central contributor to their momentum and was enhanced by something like a scholarship 

provided to them by another. This group of first-generation students pointed to characteristics 

such as those listed above that could be more universal to their peers and could generate 

sufficient momentum for those who did not share the advantage of having earned a scholarship. 

The definition of credit momentum may be too narrow to apply to those students.  

Tinto’s model stated that pre-enrollment commitment was contingent on pre-entry factors 

(1975, 1993).  Commitment prior to enrollment was high among the participants. Students shared 

their expectation of college graduation, with plans to do so in four years. Students were aware of 

societal expectations of four-year graduation without the ability to identify how they knew of the 

expectation. The acceptance of the four-year graduation notion reinforced their existing 

commitment to completing coursework, even without considering the 15 to Finish formula.  

Students wanted to make a life for themselves other than the one they had experienced 

with their families of origin. They were seeking social mobility, privilege, and respect. This 

desire drove commitment to college and graduation. What could be interpreted as commitment to 

enrollment in 15 was really a commitment to holding on to financial resources needed to 

continue the collegiate pursuit. The desire to graduate was tied to a desire to succeed, for both 

intrinsic and extrinsic reasons.   
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Student Integration and Satisfaction 

While integration into both the academic and social systems is optimal, Tinto (1975, 

1993, 1997) found that students who are not academically integrated do not persist while social 

integration is less critical to persistence. If a student does not make the necessary grades or 

demonstrate a minimal level of academic prowess, the student usually chooses not to return, runs 

the risk of losing access to financial support, and can even face removal from the institution 

involuntarily. There are no such consequences for a failure to engage in the social framework of 

a university.  

 The framework argues that the transition to college happens in three stages: separation, 

transition, and incorporation (Aljohani, 2016). For students to succeed on a college campus a 

student must distance herself from her old communities including family and high school 

relationships, learn the norms and values of her chosen campus, and accept and integrate into the 

culture on that campus.   

Study participants had varied levels of separation from their former lives. As students 

talked about their experience there were findings related to their ability to disconnect from 

families and work expectations. The immersive experience of the residence hall allowed students 

to readily engage with the on-campus community at MSU and find peer groups. These peer 

groups were able to substitute for high school peer groups and to a lesser degree, family 

members, for day-to-day interactions.  For the first-generation students in this study family was 

always top of mind, even when the connections were more proximate. Given the importance of 

family support for the study participants, separation could have negative implications for student 

success. Family members were relied on heavily for encouragement, housing, financial support, 

and other basic needs.  
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Detaching the expectations for the college experience based on the knowledge of high 

school norms and values is critical for the separation process. Students needed to replace their 

familiarity of one system with knowledge of the other. Study participants acquired new language 

and accepted new norms at different rates of speed, based on the information they had prior to 

enrollment. Some were still learning the MSU system during their third semester. Institutions 

would be wise to shorten the time required for students to replace their high school framework of 

understanding with the collegiate one. The transition phase is the time span when students are 

learning and adapting to the new academic and social systems. There were at least two indicators 

of efficacy of the transition period; student stress and development of skills that lead to agency.  

Enrolling in 15 credit hours was stressful for study participants. Most of those in this 

group of students, all recipients of merit scholarships, handled the stress of enrolling in 15 credit 

hours at MSU well, as demonstrated by their academic performance and their persistence.   Their 

success came at the expense of elements of social integration including satisfaction and comfort 

for some and mental health for a few others. Even when social integration was successfully 

noted, it was usually in the informal realm of social life, peer groups, study sessions and 

relationships, rather than the more formal structures of organizations and campus activities.  

Study participants all stated that enrolling in 15 credit hours during their transition period, 

the first semester, required them to acquire new skills. Studying, time management, and 

prioritization were among those listed. High school records indicated that these students had met 

the requirements to pursue postsecondary, but those records were based on high school norms. 

Universities may assume that scholarship students have these skills upon entry. Services that 

support acquisition of skills in these areas are much needed.  

It was reported by participants that they experienced strong academic integration at MSU. 
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It was difficult to determine how much of the connection to MSU was because of the scholarship 

award and how much was because of enrolling in 15 credit hours. The scholarship award was 

said to provide additional confidence in academic abilities and supported the development of an 

academic identity. Success in the heavy course load, aside from the enrollment itself, was 

another factor. Learning how to study was a frequently noted achievement among the study 

participants. The number of students named to the Dean’s List coupled with those in good 

standing at the end of the first semester was an indicator of academic integration.  

The benefits of success were notable. Students who entered MSU with little agency due 

to limited knowledge of the system talked about the lessons they had learned during their time at 

MSU with confidence. Student self-efficacy had improved because of their mastery of the 

college-going experience (Bandura, 1997). Each semester of success bred another successful 

semester. Even in the situations when academic success was absent and a student was placed on 

probation, they were able to discuss their failures as a part of their overall college-going 

experience and detail the lessons that made them stronger the following semester. 

Student social integration levels were varied and important to the study participants but 

not critical to their success. The residence hall was identified as a strong source for developing 

friendships and fostering engagement in campus activities. Students who did not live in the 

residence hall felt differently. They reported more difficulty being engaged in social activities 

that were not associated with course work. The commuter status of many of the students 

impacted their social integration. The experience of the students was aligned with that stated in 

the theoretical framework.   

While integration in the formal social system may have been short-lived, peer groups 

were vital to the student experience.  When students had to choose how to allocate their time, 
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they overwhelmingly chose academic activities. The informal social system at MSU was a 

consistent support for study participants. Peer groups, whether attached to the residence hall, the 

math lab, or a study group, provided social benefits while pursuing academic outcomes. 

Institutional Commitment to Student Success 

 Commitment to completion is modified throughout a student’s college experience based 

on the student’s lived experience, and the student experience is contingent on the institution’s 

behavior and offerings (Tinto, 1975, 1993, 1997). Students recommit to their college of choice 

every time they reenroll. Student reports revealed that MSU’s actions supported enough 

momentum that each of the study participants has persisted.   

 Student financial support was key to driving both enrollment in 15 credit hours per 

semester as well as academic momentum. Scholarship support was a key driver of momentum. 

The scholarship awards reinforced messaging of academic support and above average 

performance and bolstered student confidence. Students took great pride in their academic 

identity and securing a scholarship was both the capstone to successful high school careers and 

the launching of what was expected to be an equally successful college experience.  

 MSU’s financial support also provided students with the freedom to focus on their 

academic pursuit and diminished the need for them to work. Since school obligations limited 

time to work for pay, some students saw the scholarship as actual payment for their academic 

focus. For students with some means, the inability to find time to work was insignificant. Some 

students were less financially well-off and the scholarship was a temporary means to an end. 

Concerns for other financial obligations, current and future, remained top of mind for 

participants. In the end, scholarships were a benefit, but the conditions of the scholarship had 

implications for how students would meet their other financial needs.  
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 Advisors and university personnel who counsel students helped them maintain their 

commitment to college attendance and to enrollment in a rigorous course load. Advisors who 

could show students how to navigate the college landscape and explain the rules of engagement 

were provided by the MSU administration. Finding a counselor or faculty member to mentor a 

student the first year until the student has learned the college experience enough to make good 

decisions and find resources could prevent complete failure is critical. 

 The role of the university advisor begins well before the student enrolls at MSU. The 

communication of college expectations begins with the early mail flow and continues until 

graduation. Despite the university’s efforts, study participants noted that awareness and 

understanding of general college expectations were limited. Students who did not understand the 

big picture of how to go to college or how college works, reported a failure to pick up on the 

nuances of MSU rules and general standards of enrollment through communications provided.  

A great example of MSU’s attempt to communicate expectations is the Merit Scholarship 

Announcement letter found in Appendix G. The letter notes the award of a four-year scholarship, 

paid each semester. Supporting documents specify a maximum of eight consecutive semesters 

and the expectation of full-time enrollment (12 credit hours) and earning 30 credit hours by the 

end of each academic year for renewal consideration. The details end with a final note that 

simply states that students might have to take 15 credit hours in the fall and spring or some 

additional courses in the summer to stay on track. Students are given two different requirements 

without a clear understanding of either.  

Summary 

 Each of the students in the study experienced momentum because of enrollment in 15 

credit hours. Students enrolled in 15 credit hours their first semester and persisted to the second 
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year. Each student amassed at least 30 credit hours after their first year and each is on track to 

graduate in four years, based on their pre-enrollment goals and commitment to graduation. 

Although push advising reduced student agency, it was an efficient strategy for supporting 

momentum, when defined as the speed towards completion. But students in this study had 

several factors that supported their momentum. 

 The students in this study were academically above average, evidenced by their 

scholarships. Most of them also earned dual credit while in high school and transferred that 

credit to MSU, another indication of their academic prowess. These factors combined to support 

an academic identity of confidence and ability and fed the commitment that the students 

developed prior to enrollment. Commitment to graduation grew in large part because of the 

integration of students into MSU’s formal and informal academic systems. Integration into the 

social structure was less developed for this group of students, but sufficient to support their 

goals. Peer groups were especially important. Commitment was also enhanced as students 

learned more about the university.  

Learning how to go to college was a significant undertaking for each participant. While 

there was varied pre-knowledge of the collegiate norms, there was universal agreement that the 

university personnel were necessary to develop the acumen needed to succeed. The development 

of skills like time management, prioritization, and studying added to the list of subjects to master 

but noted improvement increased confidence and further propelled momentum.  

The first-generation identity impacted every aspect of the student experience of 

momentum. Parental educational attainment and family income led to a reliance on scholarships. 

The requirements of the scholarships dictated enrollment course load. The enrollment course 
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load affected the student’s experience on campus and the level of satisfaction with progress 

drove re-enrollment.  

Successfully learning to navigate college as a first-generation student can be as important 

as any course. The need to learn the ropes is elevated when parents are less able to share tricks 

and tips for success. Students rely on previously acquired knowledge to make sense of newly 

acquired information, linking knowledge of high school to expectations of the college 

experience. Without the engagement of both high school and university personnel armed with 

information and understanding of the first-generation identity, many of the students would be 

less successful.  

Universities have long held the freshmen seminar courses as a best practice in helping 

students learn the inner workings of college life. For those students who enroll in such a course, 

the time needed to acquire the needed capital and information to successfully navigate the 

campus can be shortened. This strategy does not, however, bridge information gaps prior to 

enrollment processes and inform expectations prior to attendance. Therefore, additional 

strategies to improve awareness while still in high school and prior to enrollment would 

empower students to shorten the college learning timeline even more.  

Pride in self, family, and culture were drivers of momentum that fueled the desire to 

succeed, beyond the importance of 15 to Finish enrollment. The desire to attain vocational 

dreams and make a difference in the communities the students represented were at the forefront 

of student thinking. While students talked about a four-year time frame, the goal of graduation 

had purpose beyond a time frame. Student commitment to graduation in four years was based on 

pre-conceived notions that college was set up much like high school and that graduation after 

more than four years was not an acceptable practice.  
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While pride in family was obvious, students also wanted to make a life for themselves 

other than the one they had experienced within their families of origin. It was this desire that 

drove commitment. What could be interpreted as commitment to enrollment in 15 was really a 

commitment to holding on to financial resources needed to continue the collegiate pursuit.  

Implications 

 The participants in this study experienced momentum their first semester of college, but 

the findings indicate that there are implications for practice and further study that should be 

considered. Improving four-year graduation rates will continue to be a priority of university 

administrators and their governing boards. The viability of academic momentum initiatives is 

contingent on clear understanding of the student body at an institution and the motivations 

behind their behaviors. To rely only on the enrollment data without understanding the responses 

to initiatives used to incent behavior is to understand only part of the phenomena.  

Implications for Practice 

 The academic momentum approach was simply stated by Adelman (1999, 2006) and 

Attewell (2012; 2016) that students who were enrolled full-time their first semester had greater 

persistence to graduation than students who enrolled less than full time. Their original research, 

and Tinto’s Student Departure Theory, were based on first semester enrollment, persistence, and 

six-year graduation rates. Some recent literature has set different definitions and now specifies 

15 or more hours and included multiple semesters, with at least one researcher advancing that 

momentum should be sustained by high enrollment through the college career (Davidson & 

Blankenship, 2017; Jenkins & Cho, 2013; Jenkins & Bailey, 2017). Consistent in the research is 

the focus on six-year completion rates, rather than four.  
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The Conflation of On-time Completion and Success 

Academic Momentum and Student Departure Theory are persistence and completion 

theories that came into being prior to the ‘on-time’ completion push of the last decade. 

Conflating completion and first semester momentum goals, with neoliberal policies promoted by 

federal and state administrations that drive workforce creation and federal and state higher 

education investments may not be in the best interest of students.  There are examples of students 

in this study who earned and paid for credit hours that will not get them closer to graduation with 

less debt and those whose blind adherence to policy costs them both time and money in the form 

of failed or repeat courses. Enrollment and credit accumulation goals should consider pre-entry 

factors, external commitments, and institutional strengths and weaknesses.  Institutions who 

adopt 15 to Finish polices should know well their student bodies and master best practices that 

support success in such rigor prior to implementation.  

 Another consideration for universities includes communication and messaging strategies 

that support 15 to Finish, commitment, and completion. Tying success to credit hour momentum 

sends a subtle message that students who opt for a less intense course schedule are less 

successful or not achieving momentum. The students in this study all stated that they achieved 

momentum based on enrollment that first semester.  Nearly half of the participants reduced their 

course load to less than 15 by the third semester and remarked that their momentum for course 

load attainment had diminished, yet all remain committed to completion in four years. Their 

commitment is amplified each semester they re-enroll. Study participants clearly stated that their 

commitment to themselves, their families, their communities, and their future vocations were 

supporting their continued momentum, not the credit hours. This finding advances the argument 

that students who enroll in fewer credit hours due to external circumstances such as parenting 
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responsibilities, full-time work obligations, or financial restrictions may well experience 

academic momentum based on their commitments, too.  

Financial Incentives/Support for Enrollment 

 Substantial scholarships and their requirements were the primary determinants of 

enrollment decisions. Institutions that want to employ 15 credit hour per semester policies should 

consider paring that requirement with financial incentives like MSU. The financial support 

afforded to study participants allowed the crowd out theory to take hold. Academic obligations 

‘crowded out’ external commitments like work for pay and even some social engagement. Many 

of the students accepted that their scholarships were a sort of stipend paid in lieu of salary and 

thus dedicated time that they would ordinarily spend in the pursuit of wages, in the pursuit of 

academic excellence instead.  

Intentional Communication 

 MSU and other institutions that serve first-generation students must be intentional with 

communicating expectations and ensuring students have both the information necessary for 

success and that they understand how and when to apply said information. MSU pre-enrollment 

communication is absent foundational information that explains the similarities and differences 

between college and high school. Enhancing communication not only supports student learning 

but also improves the ability for parents without the benefit of the college experience to better 

advise their student. 

Equity and Momentum 

The initiative used to advance 15 to Finish was targeted at FTIC students directly from 

high school, without regard for parental attainment, despite the 46% first-generation population 

on campus. The most common profile of a first-generation student at MSU was a female, Pell-
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eligible, adult-learner, classified as post-traditional. These students are usually not eligible for 

university-sponsored incoming freshman scholarships and thus are not mandated to enroll in 15 

credit hours a semester. The first-generation students in this study represent only a subgroup of 

the larger first-generation population. This is a significant implication as the success found in 

this population might not exist for non-scholarship students or the more representative post-

traditional first-generation student population. 

The implementation of 15 to Finish at MSU created momentum based on enrollment 

pattern for students who already had high commitment and momentum evidenced by their 

transfer of dual enrollment credits and earned scholarships. One should expect the momentum to 

continue after enrollment. Study participants openly mused about the momentum they 

experienced and their concerns about opportunities available for a similar experience for first-

generation students without the benefits they shared. While no university intentionally creates 

processes that advantage one group of students over another, every university must intentionally 

work to avoid such outcomes.  

University Support and Student Agency 

The final implication for practice, based on the findings of this study, involves push 

advising. Push advising was found to be a successful practice for enrolling students in 15 or 

more credit hours. Students readily accepted the recommendations of the university personnel 

and in doing so surrendered agency over their enrollment decisions. Universities that partner 15 

to Finish enrollment with push advising must be purposeful about developing student agency. 

Students at MSU had to create schedules their second and third semesters, in some cases, without 

the benefit of understanding the rationale that went into creation of their first semester schedule. 

Giving students the information, and the understanding, to make decisions about their academic 
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careers and timeline should be a paramount goal for advisors and university personnel. The 

tension for university personnel between creating a seamless transition for incoming students and 

the long-held premise of student independence is one that must be explored.  

Implications for Future Study 

This context and results of this study provide a road map for additional scholarly inquiry. 

MSU tied 15 to Finish to their scholarship process. As a result, each of the 15 students in this 

study had the benefit of financial support that drove their decisions and academic momentum. 

Studying the perceptions of students experiencing 15 to Finish who are not scholarship recipients 

and balancing external commitments, like work for pay, would be of great interest.  In addition 

to researching students who are not on scholarship, consideration should also be made of student 

populations who are returning adults or otherwise recognized as post-traditional.  

The size of the pool of students at MSU who had not achieved academic momentum was 

small, in part because of the stellar academic credentials required for scholarships. Researching 

the perceptions of students who had received scholarships, enrolled in 15 credit hours their first 

semester and who either did not continue despite financial support or who did not achieve 

momentum due to unsuccessful course completion is another area for potential focus.  

Most of the literature on academic momentum, including Complete College America 

materials, continue to rely on persistence with six-year graduation rates as a metric for success  

(Adelman, 1999, 2006; Attewell & Douglas, 2014; Attewell et al., 2012; Attewell & Monaghan, 

2016; Belfield et al., 2016; Chan & Wang, 2018; Complete College America, 2009; Davidson, 

2014a; Nietzel, 2019). The literature does not explain this reliance when evaluating the efficacy 

of an intervention that should improve four-year graduation rates. The lack of focus on four-year 

graduation rates while reporting and relying on the six-year rates weakens the arguments 
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supporting the strategy. Enrollment in 15 credit hours a semester leads to completion of 30 credit 

hours a year, students should graduate in four years, if enrolled in degree programs that require 

120 hours of completion.  Students who transfer credits into college because of dual enrollment 

and enroll in 15 credit hours per semester should experience on-time completion within four 

years. If 15 to Finish is continually advanced as an ‘on-time completion’ strategy, longitudinal 

studies that evaluate four-year graduation rates must be completed.  

Finally, this study was performed during the COVID-19 Pandemic of 2020. While study 

participants enjoyed what had previously been known as a traditional freshman at MSU, the 

onset of the pandemic in March of 2020 had significant impact on their spring 2020 and fall 

semesters. All courses were move to online-remote learning for the spring, and the fall was host 

to online, in-person, and hybrid instruction. Student activities were also impacted. Most in-

person activities were postponed or cancelled. Those that proceeded, did so with limited 

participation due to social distancing protocols.  

Despite the noted challenges and adaptions, study participants seemed to suffer limited ill 

effects. Academic outcomes for the second semester remained high and were aided by university 

policies that extended the timeframe for course withdrawal and allowed students to avoid failing 

course grades by requesting a pass/fail grading system. None of the students in this study 

withdrew from a course and each received a grade for each course for which they enrolled.  
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APPENDIX A 

STUDENT CONSENT FOR SURVEY 

 

My name is Kaye Monk-Morgan and I am a doctoral candidate in the Educational Leadership program at 

Midwest State University and a campus administrator.  I am contacting you because you are a First 

Generation student attending Midwest State University who enrolled in 15 or more hours during your first 

semester. I am recruiting research participants to help us learn more about the perception of academic 

momentum experienced by students who enroll in 15 or more credit hours their first semester. I am 

writing to request that you participate in a focus group to discuss your experience at MSU.  

Each selected participant will be gifted a $5 gift card to a ?SU Dining outlet. There are no anticipated 

risks to participating in this study. Participation is voluntary, and you can stop your participation at any 

time. Decisions to participate or decline will have no impact on your academic evaluations.  

I will work to make sure that no one sees your survey responses without approval. Your responses to 

these questions will be kept in a password protected file on a password protected computer. Because I am 

using the Internet, there is a chance that someone could access your online responses without permission. 

In some cases, this information could be used to identify you.  

If you have any questions, please contact Kaye Monk-Morgan at kaye.monk@wichita.edu or 316.978-

6406. For questions about the rights of research participants, you may contact the Office of Research and 

Technology Transfer at Wichita State University, 1845 Fairmount Street, Wichita, KS 67260-0007, and 

telephone (316) 978-3285. 

By selecting “Yes” below, you are indicating that: 

• You have read (or someone has read to you) the information provided above,  

• You are aware that this is a research study,  

• You have voluntarily decided to participate. 

If selected for participation, you will be contacted by email confirming your participation and with details 

for your engagement.  

 

Thank you for your consideration, 

 

V. Kaye Monk-Morgan 

Doctoral Candidate 

  

mailto:kaye.monk@wichita.edu
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APPENDIX B 

STUDENT FOCUS GROUP CONSENT 

 

 

Purpose: You are invited to participate in a research study, Academic Momentum: 

Does Speed Lead to Success for First-Generation Students. I hope to learn about perceptions of 

academic momentum because of enrolling in 15 credit hours during the first year.  

 
Explanation of Procedures: If you decide to participate, you will be asked to participate in a focus 

group. I plan to conduct several focus groups consisting of five to ten participants, all of whom have 

enrolled in 15 credit hours during their first semester of enrollment at MSU.  

The focus group will last approximately 60-75 minutes. The focus group will be digitally recorded for later 

transcription. After the focus group has been transcribed, each focus group participant will be given an 

opportunity to receive a summary of their group’s discussion for review. Questions to be used during the 

focus group are included in this packet. 

Discomfort/Risks: During this study, it is expected that the discomfort/risks will be minimal. Participation 

is voluntary. If you feel uncomfortable with any question, you can feel free to not answer it. You also have 

the option to withdraw from the study at any time. No identifiable information will be used.  

Benefits: Participants will get an opportunity to share or voice any opinions related to chronic absenteeism. 

The district will gain insight into thoughts, perspectives and perceptions of chronic absenteeism. The study 

will add to the growing research about chronic absenteeism in an urban midwestern school district.  

Confidentiality: I will make every effort to keep participant’s study-related information confidential. 

Participant names will be kept confidential by replacing names with initials or pseudonyms during 

transcription. Digital copies of transcriptions and recordings will be secured in password-protected 

locations available only to me. Any hard-copy items will be kept secure in a locked file cabinet in the my 

home. 

To make sure the study is done properly and safely, there may be circumstances where this information 

must be released. By signing this form, you are giving me permission to share information about you with 

the following groups:  
 

• The Wichita State University Institutional Review Board 

Study results might be published. If I do, I will only discuss group results. Participant names will not be 

used in any publication or presentation about the study.  

Refusal/Withdrawal: Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to 

participate will not affect your future relations with Wichita State University. If you agree to participate in 

this study, you are free to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty.  

Contact: If you have any questions about this research, you can contact the principal investigator, Dr. 

Kristin Sherwood at Kristin.Sherwood@wichita.edu or (316) 978-6195. 
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If you have questions pertaining to your rights as a research subject, or about research-related injury, you 

can contact the Office of Research and Technology Transfer at Wichita State University, 1845 Fairmount 

Street, Wichita, KS 67260-0007, telephone (316) 978-3285.  

You are under no obligation to participate in this study. Your signature below indicates 

that:  

● You have read (or someone has read to you) the information provided above,  

● You are aware that this is a research study,  

● You have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them answered to your satisfaction, and  

● You have voluntarily decided to participate.  

You are not giving up any legal rights by signing this form. You will be given a copy of this consent form 

to keep.  

___________________________________________________ 

Printed Name (Participant)  

____________________________________________________ ________________________ 

Participant Signature Date  

___________________________________________________ 

Printed Name of Witness  

____________________________________________________ ________________________ 

Witness Signature Date  
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APPENDIX C 

STUDENT INTERVIEW CONSENT 

 

 

Purpose: You are invited to participate in a research study, Academic Momentum: Does Speed 

Lead to Success for First-Generation Students. I hope to learn about perceptions of academic 

momentum because of enrolling in 15 credit hours during the first year.  

 

Explanation of Procedures: If you decide to participate, you will be asked to participate in a 

semi-structured interview. 

The interview will last approximately 60-75 minutes. The interview will be digitally recorded for later 

transcription. After the focus group has been transcribed, each participant will be given an opportunity to 

review and comment on the interview transcripts. Questions to be used during the interview are included 

in this packet. 

Discomfort/Risks: During this study, it is expected that the discomfort/risks will be minimal. Participation 

is voluntary. If you feel uncomfortable with any question, you can feel free to not answer it. You also have 

the option to withdraw from the study at any time. No identifiable information will be used.  

Benefits: Participants will get an opportunity to share or voice any opinions related to chronic absenteeism. 

The district will gain insight into thoughts, perspectives and perceptions of chronic absenteeism. The study 

will add to the growing research about chronic absenteeism in an urban midwestern school district.  

Confidentiality: I will make every effort to keep participant’s study-related information confidential. 

Participant names will be kept confidential by replacing names with initials or pseudonyms during 

transcription. Digital copies of transcriptions and recordings will be secured in password-protected 

locations available only to the MSU study team. Any hard-copy items will be kept secure in a locked file 

cabinet in my home.  

To make sure the study is done properly and safely, there may be circumstances where this information 

must be released. By signing this form, you are giving me permission to share information about you with 

the following groups:  

 

• The Wichita State University Institutional Review Board   

Study results might be published. If I do, I will only discuss group results. Participant names will not be 

used in any publication or presentation about the study.  

Refusal/Withdrawal: Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to 

participate will not affect your future relations with Wichita State University. If you agree to participate in 

this study, you are free to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty.  

Contact: If you have any questions about this research, you can contact the principal investigator, Dr. 

Kristin Sherwood at Kristin.Sherwood@wichita.edu or (316) 978-6195. 
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If you have questions pertaining to your rights as a research subject, or about research-related injury, you 

can contact the Office of Research and Technology Transfer at Wichita State University, 1845 Fairmount 

Street, Wichita, KS 67260-0007, telephone (316) 978-3285.  

You are under no obligation to participate in this study. Your signature below indicates 

that:  

● You have read (or someone has read to you) the information provided above,  

● You are aware that this is a research study,  

● You have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them answered to your satisfaction, 

and  

● You have voluntarily decided to participate.  

 

You are not giving up any legal rights by signing this form. You will be given a copy of this consent form 

to keep.  

___________________________________________________ 

Printed Name (Participant)  

____________________________________________________ ________________________ 

Participant Signature Date  

___________________________________________________ 

Printed Name of Witness  

____________________________________________________ ________________________ 

Witness Signature Date  
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APPENDIX D 

SCREENING SURVEY QUESTIONS 

 

1. I have read the above and agree to participate in this survey.  (Yes, No) 

2. Are you Spanish, Hispanic, or Latino? (S, H, L or None) 

3. Choose one or more races tha you consider yourself to be: (White, Asian, Black, Native Hawaiian 

or Pacific Islander, American Indian or Alaska Native, Other) 

4. Year of birth 

5. Sex Type (M, F, TGF, TGF, Non-conforming) 

6. How many college credits, if any, did you earn while still in high school?  

7. How did you earn your pre-college credit? (ACT, AP/IB, Examination, Concurrent/Dual 

Enrollment, College Enrollment) 

8. On average, how many hours a week did you work during your first semester of college? 

9. Are you a caregiver for dependent children, elders, or others? 

 

10. How many hours per week did you study during your first semester of course work? 

 

11. Did you work during your first semester of college? Yes No 

a. If yes, approximately how many hours per week? 

 

12. How many credits did you enroll in during your 2nd semester? 

13. How many credits did you enroll in during your 3rd semester? 

14. How many credits have you earned to date? 

15. What was your academic status at the end of the first semester? (Dean’s list, Good, Probation) 

16. What was your academic status at the end of the second semester? (Dean’s list, Good, Probation) 

17. What is your current academic status? (Dean’s list, Good, Probation) 

18. What is your major? 

19. What is your minor? 

20. What is your preferred email address? 

21. Your Telephone Numbers? Daytime/Evening? 
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APPENDIX E 

POTENTIAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Research 
Question1: 

Protocol Question Conversational Language Pre-Attributes Commitment 
to Graduation 

Experiences 
(academic & 

social 
integration) 

Momentum 
(speed of 
progress) 

What are the 

pre-entry 

factors that 

influence FTIC, 

First-Gen 

student’s initial 

credit hour 

enrollment? 

 

(Costs, academic 
readiness, Prior 
Credit, need to 
work, family 
obligations. Why 
these courses. 
Why 15?) 

Initial 
Motivation/Support 

Tell me about your decision to attend college? 
- Who were your greatest supporters? 
- Who were your greatest detractors? 

X X   

Preparation What were the factors that played a role in 
your path to college? 

X X   

Barriers Were there any barriers you had to overcome 
to enroll in college? 

- How did you overcome them? 

X X   

Why 15? Prior to enrolling, what did you know about 
what it means to be a full-time student at 
XXX? 
 
How did you come to enroll in 15 credit hours 
your first semester of college? 

Social Capital 
Parent Advise 

Scholarship Req. 
XXX Advising 

X  X 

 Tell me about how you handled your 
enrollment? (Pre Entry Attributes/ Self-
Efficacy) 

- How you respond to the OneStop 
schedule that was sent to you? 

- What changes did you make to your 
schedule? 

- Why did you make the changes? 

    

Why those courses? Why did you pick those classes? 
Did you have any prior credits coming to XXX? 
(IB/AP /CLEP/Dual/Concurrent) 

Readiness 
Family Resources 

X   
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Availability of 
Resources 

Tell me a little about how you paid for your 
first year of college?  
Plan to pay for subsequent years? 

Work for pay X  X 

Research 
Question #2: 

Protocol Question Conversational Language Pre-Attributes Commitment 
to Graduation 

Experiences 
(academic & 

social 
integration) 

Momentum 
(speed of 
progress) 

What 

experiences or 

activities 

during the first 

year of 

enrollment 

enhanced or 

diminished 

academic and 

social 

integration?  

Academic 
Integration 

Tell me about your academic involvement 
your freshman year? 

- Did those things further your 
commitment to graduation 

 Other 
obligations 

Study time 
Academic 

involvement 

X 

Social Integration Tell me about your social life as a college 
freshman. 

 Work 
Family 

Social 
involvement 

X 

Retention 
Persistence 

You enrolled in 15 the first semester. How did 
you do? 

- Did enroll in 15 in SP? 
- SU courses? 
- Why or Why not? 

X Achievement? Achievement? X 

Enrollment Impact Do you think the number of courses that you 
enrolled in impacts your integration or lack 
thereof into the campus community? 
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Research Question 
#3: 

Protocol Question Conversational Language Pre-Attributes Commitment 
to Graduation 

Experiences 
(academic & 

social integration) 

Momentum 
(speed of 
progress) 

What experiences 

or activities 

during the first 

year of 

enrollment 

enhanced or 

diminished 

perceptions of 

academic 

momentum (rate 

of speed towards 

completion)? 

Momentum Upon entry, did you have a plan for 
the speed at which you would 
complete your degree? 

- Please explain why or why 
not. 

 X   

 Do you feel as though you have built 
academic momentum at XXXX State 
University? 

- How do you know? 
- What individual 

characteristics do you think 
influenced (positively or 
negatively) your ability to 
build momentum 

If momentum is described as speed 
to degree, do you think you achieved 
AM last year? 

- Why or Why Not? 

  X X 

 What do you know about or have 
been told about academic 
momentum? 

X   X 

 What was it like to be enrolled in 15 
credit hours? 

X  X  

Question #2 How would you define your level of 
success your first semester? 

- What if anything would you 
change? 

What do your grades say about your 
experience 

 X X X 
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 What, if anything will you do 
differently this/next year to impact 
your speed towards degree? 

 X X X 

 Given what you know now, what 
advice would you give your freshman 
self about course load? 

 X   

 What is your course load this/next 
year? What does that say about your 
commitment? 

 x  x 

Pre-awareness of 
momentum 

What do you know about or have 
been told about academic 
momentum?  

   X 

 Commitment to 
graduation 
 

Did taking 15 credit hours influence 
your commitment to graduation? 
Why or Why not? 

   X 

 Commitment and 
momentum 

How long do you think it will take you 
to graduate? 
How do you feel about that? 

   # of semesters 
Feeling 
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APPENDIX F 

DOCUMENT REVIEW LIST 

Document Name Communicator Time of Share 

Admission Acceptance Letter Admissions Pre-Enrollment 

Merit Scholarship Announcement Letter (w Insert) Financial Aid Pre-Enrollment 

Scholarship Detail Insert Financial Aid Pre-Enrollment 

Register for Orientation Letter OneStop Pre-Enrollment 

Email - First Semester Schedule Approval #1 OneStop Pre-Enrollment 

Handout – Advising @XXX OneStop Pre-Enrollment 

First Year Advising PPT from Orientation  OneStop Post-Enrollment 

Handout - Orientation  OneStop Post-Enrollment 

Handout - XXX Student Checklist OneStop Post-Enrollment 

Email - First Semester Schedule Approval - Approved OneStop At Enrollment 

Email - First Semester Schedule Approval - Denied OneStop At Enrollment 

Email - First Semester Schedule Approval - Deadline  OneStop At Enrollment 

MSU Undergraduate Catalog  University Website 

Liberal Arts and Science Checklist College Website 

College of Engineering Checklist (AE) College Website 

Your XXX Graduation Plan College Website 

*Office Handbook – First-Year Advising @ OneStop NA NA 

- *Internal resource not communicated to students. 
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APPENDIX G 

SCHOLARSHIP LETTER 

«NAME» 
«STR1» 
«CITY_ST_ZIP» 
 
«INTRO» 
 
Congratulations on your selection for a «MERIT_4YEAR_AMT» «MERIT_FUND_DESC» to attend XXXX State 
University. This scholarship award recognizes your high school achievements and demonstrates our confidence in 
your continued academic and personal growth and future contributions to our community as you pursue an 
undergraduate degree at XXXX State. 
 
The scholarship is scheduled over four years at an annual renewable rate of «MERIT_AWARD_AMT» per 
academic year. It will begin with the fall semester of the 2020-2021 academic year with one-half of the award 
available each semester. Important guidelines and requirements of the scholarship are enclosed; please read them 
carefully. In order to secure the scholarship, you will need to accept your award within your myXXX account by the 

May 1, 2020, commitment deadline. Details regarding the acceptance process are included with this letter. All 

scholarship recipients must also submit their final high school transcript and be enrolled for fall by July 1, 
2020. Watch your mail and email for orientation and enrollment information from the XXX Office of First Year 
Programs to register for orientation and enroll for fall. 
 
As a scholarship recipient, we know you will carry on the tradition of excellence that is synonymous with the award. 
We also know that you will come to understand the value of a XXXX State education as evidenced by the academic 
quality, experiential learning opportunities and diversity of culture you will experience. 
 
Again, we commend you for your performance in the classroom and wish you continued success during your senior 
year. We look forward to you joining the XXXX State community next fall! If you have any questions, be sure to 
contact us at (316) 978-3430 or 1-855-MSU-1STP (1-855-978-1787). 
 
Sincerely, 
XXXXXXXXXXX 
Director, Office of Financial Aid 
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IMPORTANT DETAILS ABOUT YOUR SCHOLARSHIP 
 
Your merit scholarship is available for a maximum of eight consecutive fall and spring semesters or to the point you 
have completed the requirements to graduate, whichever comes first. The annual award amount is divided evenly 
between the fall and spring semesters. 

 
You must accept your scholarship offer by May 1, 2020. To accept the scholarship offer, log in to your 

myXXX account using your myXXX ID and select the “myFinances” tab. Locate and select “Financial Aid Awards”, 
then select the 2020-2021 academic year. You can review your award information on the “Award Overview” tab. 
Proceed to the “Accept Award Offer” tab to accept your scholarship. 
 

TERMS OF THE SCHOLARSHIP OFFER 

 Acceptance. Accept your scholarship on your myXXX by the priority date of May 1, 2020. 

 Enrollment. Enroll full time by July 1, 2020, at XXXX State as a new freshman student for fall 2020. 

 Change in non-resident tuition. Your scholarship amount is based on your residency status at the time of admission. 

If your residency status changes or you receive an exception allowing you to pay tuition at a lower rate (e.g., MSEP, 
XXXX Select, XXXX City, etc.), your scholarship will be reduced to the amount awarded to XXXX residents. 

 Scholarship Offers. Scholarships at XXXX State are awarded by university scholarship committees at different times 

throughout the year. This merit award is an early minimum offer based on an initial review of the academic information 
you provided during the admissions process. The merit award serves as a general (non-major specific) university 
scholarship that may later be funded by specific named scholarships after recipients are selected by our various 
scholarship committees. The prestige and honor of being awarded a named XXX Foundation scholarship has great value 
and is therefore the preferred source of funding for merit awards. Separate award notifications will be sent if you are 
selected for a named scholarship, and you will have the opportunity to accept or decline the scholarship. If you accept, 
the merit award funding reduction or cancellation will be reflected in your financial aid award offer on myXXX. 

 Self-reported GPA and national test scores. The scholarship you have been offered is contingent upon receipt of 

your official final high school transcript and official test scores. These must be submitted to XXX by July 1, 2020. If 
these scores do not reflect the self-reported scores, your merit scholarship may be revised or withdrawn 
accordingly. 
 

REQUIRED RENEWAL CRITERIA FOR THE SCHOLARSHIP 
Your scholarship will automatically be renewed each academic year as long as you meet the following criteria: 

 Students must EARN 30 credit hours with a minimum overall 3.25 GPA by the end of each academic year for annual 

renewal consideration. 

 High school seniors transferring in graded credit hours that count toward their major may use a maximum of six 

credit hours toward the 30 hour requirement during their freshman year at XXXX State. 

 Maintain continuous enrollment (excluding summers) at XXXX State. 

 Maintain status as a degree-bound undergraduate student working on first degree at XXXX State. 

 Renewal criteria for first-year renewable scholarships will be evaluated at the end of the first semester; scholarships 

will be revoked after the first term if a student earns less than a 2.5 GPA. 

 
While full-time enrollment is 12 credit hours, students who wish to graduate in four years typically require an 
average of 30 credit hours per academic year. This might mean taking 15 hours in the Fall and Spring, or taking 
some additional courses in the summer to stay on track. Review the catalog for your specific program and 
graduation requirements. 
 
More details on terms of the merit scholarship can be found at www.XXXX.edu/meritscholarship. If you have any 
questions, contact us at (XXX) XXX-XXX or by email at finaid@XXXX.edu. 
 

Once again, congratulations on your award – you earned it! 

mailto:finaid@XXXX.edu
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