
WHAT WE KNOW:
For primary and secondary students, the time away from school in the summer is recognized as a 
contributor to the achievement gap between low income students and their more affluent peers 
(Alexander, Entwisle, & Olson, 2007). However, less is known about the effects of summer enrollment 
for college students.

From the few studies that do exist we know that about 60% of post-secondary students enroll in at 
least one summer course during their tenure (Adelman, 2006). In a study at a four-year institution, 
Smith (2011) found that African-American students, students with full-time jobs, and individuals 
from more modest financial backgrounds are more likely to enroll in summer courses as they tend 
to take a slower pace through the traditional academic year. Smith’s work also points to factors 
including commuting and year in school as influencing summer enrollment. Others have shown 
that summer courses are a key strategy for students at 
four-year universities that want to graduate early (Taylor 
& Doane,2003). Overall current research on the role 
summer terms play in the educational pathway for post-
secondary students is limited and fragmented. Knowing 
how important it is for students to spend time with college 
going peers (Dennis, Phinney & Chuateco, 2005; Kuh et. Al., 
2006) and to be engaged with their college campus (Tinto 
1993), we posit that students in our programs who attend 
summer classes are more likely to succeed. 

SAMPLE:
Gateway to College serves students who faced barriers to 
academic success in traditional high school programs. Many 
of them have responsibilities at home including parenting, 
contributing income to their households, or care taking 
for siblings. Students report difficulties with academics, 
work, family responsibilities, and a lack of caring teachers 
as barriers to their school success.1 Gateway to College 
programs generally enroll students aged 16-21 years old.2 
These young people are substantially behind in the number 
of credits needed to graduate when they come to Gateway 
to College. On average, students are 17.2 years old with only 
43.7% of their high school credits completed and a 1.60 GPA 
from their prior school when they begin the program. 
 

Gateway to College has served over 15,000 students across the country since 2004. Overall, 31.44% 
of students have taken a summer course at some point during their time as a Gateway student. 
Participation in summer terms has shifted over time, with peak summer enrollment occurring in 2009 
(Table 1). 
 
Because we were interested in first year persistence, we focused on 
students who attempted one or more summer courses during their 
first year of enrollment for this analysis. We limited our sample to 
the 16 Gateway programs where at least 25% of their students fit 
this definition. Thus, our analysis includes 6,853 students in 15 states 
across the United States. These students enrolled in 77,756 courses, 
including 4,651 courses that were attempted during summer terms 
of their first year in Gateway to College. 
 
The sample population is almost equally divided between young men (50.86%) and women (49.14%). 
About 4 out of 5 students are first generation college students. Less than half of the students identity 
as White or Caucasian (See Figure 1).  

METHODS:
We evaluated the following three outcomes specifically: summer course passage, first year persistence, 
and graduation (earning their high school diploma). 

Summer course passage: At Gateway to College, we define passing courses as earning a C- or higher 
or a pass in a pass/fail class. We compared the pass rates for summer courses to courses taken in Fall, 
Winter, and Spring terms using a Chi-square test.  

First year persistence: First year persistence is defined as students who enroll in classes for the term 
one year after they started (fall to fall, winter to winter, or spring to spring). We treated graduates as 
eternally persistent. Persistence is a binary outcome which required a logistic regression model to 
determine the relationship between summer enrollment and persistence. We controlled for previous 
academic success (using percent of high school credits already earned as a proxy), demographic 
variables (age at entry, ethnicity, gender) and spring success because we know academically successful 
students tend to continue being successful (Table 2). 

Graduation: Ultimately, the goal of a Gateway to College program is to provide the opportunities and 
support necessary for students to earn their high school diploma. To test the relationship between 
summer enrollment during the first year, we used a logistic regression model and controlled for the 
same academic success and demographic variables as in the first year persistence analysis (Table 3). 
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RECOMMENDATIONS WE GAVE TO PROGRAMS:
Summer courses are a good idea. Although we do not absolutely know whether our students who are more successful take summer courses or if summer courses boost the likelihood of success, this analysis 
suggests that it is worth encouraging Gateway students to enroll in summer. Students who enroll in summer within their first year of Gateway to College are two times as likely to persist for one year in the 
program. Summer enrollment is also a significant predictor for fall term success and graduation, although other variables are stronger predictors for those particular student outcomes.
It is worth noting that economic factors should be considered when deciding whether to encourage a student’s summer enrollment. Program staff should help students identify what, if any, financial support 
resources are present to lessen the economic impact. This is especially important considering the national trend indicates that summer programs are increasingly asked to look at outside sources of funding 
(Heikel, 2012), whether that be from student tuition or private grants. 

Summer is a good time to focus on core subject areas. Gateway to College students who enrolled in summer courses mainly used the term to tackle core academic areas such as math or English/Language 
Arts. These students also had higher course passage rates than in non-summer terms and withdrew at lower rates. These findings are consistent with literature reviewed by Edgecombe (2011): structured, 
accelerated courses, especially those similar in length to traditional summer terms, produce higher percentages of course completion in core subject areas when compared to semester-length (16 week) courses. 
Edgecombe (2011) also found that there was no decline in academic rigor in summer courses and that students were making similar developmental and education gains in all courses.

Summer is critical for students close to “aging out” of the state secondary system. For many students entering Gateway to College, successful high school completion has an additional barrier: time. Nearly all 
states mandate a maximum age that students can continue to access public funding in pursuit of a high school diploma through the public school system. When combined with other variables, such as local 
differentiation of curriculum alignment agreements, core standards, and prior academic achievement, this age barrier can dictate the speed a student needs to progress through the program to have any hope 
of actually earning a high school diploma within Gateway to College.

Our analyses confirmed these findings. Students entering above the average age of 17 and those entering with fewer than 40 percent of their required high school credits were significantly less likely to 
graduate from Gateway to College. Summer term enrollment was a significant predictor of graduation and helped mitigate some of these age at-entry effects. The summertime represents an additional term 
of study in which students can earn needed credit quickly, possibly decreasing the amount of time a student would need to be enrolled in Gateway to College. Given its relatively high pass rates and decreased 

withdrawal rates, summer enrollment represents an excellent opportunity for students to gain required credit that might help them win the race against time.

IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH:
Summer enrollment is associated with higher course passage, first year 
persistence, and graduation for Gateway to College students.  With course 
passage rates higher during summer, this may be a good time for students 
to focus on difficult courses. The smaller class sizes that are typical of 
summer, along with the compressed term, may help students focus on 
difficult subjects. Summer enrollment is not the only factor contributing 
to student success. We see that students who are younger, have more 
credits, and a history of more passed courses are all more likely to find 
success in the dual credit environment of Gateway to College programs. 
These are well known predictors of success. Most of our programs do not 
require summer enrollment so there is selection bias in the students who 
are participating in summer courses which may be skewing our results. However, there is a significant 
body of research that demonstrates the importance of students engaging with their college campus 
and developing a strong sense of belonging (Tinto, 1993; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2010). Our results 
suggest that summer enrollment has the potential to increase student success. Summer courses are 
one way to strengthen that connection students have with their college campus. Especially for Gateway 
students who have previously dropped out of school, summer is a time when they can easily get caught 
up in their other responsibilities and connect with non-school going peers. Students who attend a 
summer class maintain their connection with campus, school going peers, and program staff. 

 
Future research should explore the policy changes necessary to make summer enrollment more accessible 
to dual enrollment students and those with limited funds for their education. In addition, we need to 
better understand how summer courses differ from traditional courses, and understand the role that 
continued engagement in the college campus plays in relation to student success. Lastly, future research 
should examine the differences in summer term students and the role of summer enrollment beyond year 
one. 

Based on these preliminary results, the national team at Gateway to College is encouraging our partner 
programs to experiment with more ways to engage students over the summer. Some programs are 
experimenting with extended spring semesters through summer for difficult classes, some are trying 
summer service learning experiences, and others are requiring students to 
attend workshops to develop non-cognitive skills over the summer term. As 
more researchers pay attention to how summer terms fit into the pathways of 
dual credit students, as well as traditional and non-traditional college students 
who may be swirling in and out of their post-secondary institutions, we will be 
able to provide more guidance on best practices for how to use summer terms 
to position more students for success.
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Table 1. Summer enrollment for Gateway to College programs

Total Summer Enrollment Percent of Yearly Enrollment

White/Caucasian
43.7%
2971 students

Hispanic/Latino
26.0%
1766 students

Black/African
American
24.1%
1637 students

Native
American/
Alaskan
Native
1.1%
72
students

Multi-racial/
No Response
2.4%
165 students

Asian/Paci�c
Islander
2.7%
186 students

Figure 1. Race and Ethnicity of GtC students.

THIS STUDY:
The focus of this analysis was to explore the 
relationship between summer enrollment 

(enrolled in at least one course during 
a summer term) and student outcomes 

(course passage, one year persistence, high 
school graduation) for dual credit students 

in Gateway to College programs. 

Table 2. Summary of Logistic Regression Analysis for Persistence for a year (n = 3934), 
Controlling for Background Variables  
 
    
Predictor B SE B         eB 

    
 Summer Enrollment .33*** .05 1.39 
    
 Success in Spring Courses .91*** .11 2.48 
    
 Gender .11* .04 1.11 
    
 Age at program entry -.12* .04 0.89 
    

 Percent credits earned prior to   
program entry 

.19*** .05 1.21 

    
Constant 0.01   
    
χ2 1033.71   
    
df 8   
    
% persisted for a year 
 

49.1%   

Note: Controls are gender, age at program entry, percent credits earned at program entry, as well as ethnicity, fall or spring starts, 
and program location (omitted from the table). eB = exponentiated B. Gender coded as 1 for female and 0 for male.  
*p < .05. ***p < .001. 

Table 3. Summary of Logistic Regression Analysis for high school graduates (n = 2775), 
Controlling for Background Variables  
 
    
Predictor B SE B         eB 

    
 Summer Enrollment .24*** .05 1.26 
    
      Passed courses in first term .89*** .17 2.44 
    
 Gender .06 .05 1.06 
    
 Age at program entry -.29*** .04 0.75 
    

 Percent credits earned prior to   
program entry 

.34*** .06 1.40 

    
Constant -.90   
    
χ2 444.61   
    
df 8   
    
Note: Controls are first term success, gender, age at program entry, percent credits earned at program entry, as well as ethnicity, 
fall or spring starts, and program location (omitted from the table). eB = exponentiated B. Gender coded as 1 for female and 0 for 
male.  
*p < .05. ***p < .001. 

FINDINGS:
Students passed their summer courses at slightly higher rates, with 73.94% of class attempts in graded 
courses resulting in a C or better as compared to 71.89% during the regular academic year, (Χ2 = 9.56, p < 
0.01).   

Students who took at least one summer course during their first year of enrollment were 1.4 times as likely 
to enroll in fall classes the following term when controlling for age, gender, ethnicity, and their high school 
credits at program entry (p < 0.001).

Students were significantly more likely to continue on and graduate with their high school diploma (odds 
ratio = 1.27, p < 0.001) when they attempted at least one summer course.


