
1 

The Time it Takes: Bachelor’s Degree Completion for Latine Students  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Robert E. Kunicki 
 

Urban Education Ph.D. Program 
The Graduate Center, CUNY 

 
 
 
 

Dissertation Committee 
 

Professor Juan Battle (Chair), The Graduate Center, CUNY 
Professor Anthony Picciano, Hunter College & The Graduate Center, CUNY 

Professor Limarys Caraballo, Teachers College, Columbia University & The Graduate 
Center, CUNY 

 
 
   



KUNICKI - DISSERTATION PROPOSAL                           2 

Abstract 

Latine bachelor’s degree completion has grown in the last several decades but has not kept pace 

with other racial and ethnic groups. Millions of Latines have successfully navigated higher 

education, yet not enough is known about the conduits and barriers to timely degree completion. 

This proposed study employs LatCrit, anti-deficit achievement, and intersectionality as 

theoretical frameworks; employs secondary analysis of a City University of New York dataset; 

and utilizes hierarchical regression modeling to examine the relative impact of college 

completion programs, academic momentum, and key demographic variables on time-to-

bachelor’s-degree for Latine students.  Further, to see how these relationships operate differently 

for transfer versus first-year students, analysis will be conducted for those two groups separately. 

Given the findings, recommendations will be provided for four-year institutions and university 

systems to improve Latine bachelor’s degree outcomes.  
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The Time it Takes: Bachelor’s Degree Completion for Latine Students 

 
Background 

 
This section of the dissertation discusses the national scope of Latine degree attainment. 

It explicates the unique trajectory most Latine students traverse in order to complete a bachelor’s 

degree. Community colleges are the primary entry point into higher education for Latine students 

(Hussar et al., 2020) which means that most Latine students pursuing bachelor’s degrees do so as 

transfer students. Investigating bachelor’s degree completion must consider the unique paths of 

both transfer students and first-year students at four-year colleges. This section presents the case 

for using the City University of New York as a research site to investigate bachelor’s degree 

outcomes for Latine students following both paths to degree. More specifically, it considers the 

value of investigating time-to-degree as a possible avenue for further exploration to improve 

bachelor’s degree completion.  

Concerning language, the term Latine is used to refer to persons of Cuban, Mexican, 

Puerto Rican, South or Central American, or other Spanish culture or origin regardless of race. 

Latine is an alternative to the term Latinx which was introduced as a replacement for the term 

Latino. Latinx acknowledged the identities that exist beyond the gender binary of male/female 

and Latino/a, replacing the "o"/"a" (which typically, but not always, mark the feminine and 

masculine gender in Spanish in nouns and adjectives utilized to describe people) with an "x" 

(Vidal-Ortiz & Martínez, 2018). However, the "x" in Latinx can be unpronounceable and not 

conjugatable in Spanish. The term Latine has emerged as a replacement for Latinx that is both 

gender-expansive and aligned with Spanish linguistic practices. For example, the -e can be 

applied to other words in Spanish in place of the masculine -o and feminine -a to describe 

people. In this dissertation, the words Latino and Latina are used to explicitly refer to male-

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tOMIk1
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?cvk4Xo


KUNICKI - DISSERTATION PROPOSAL                           6 

identifying and female-identifying Latines, respectively. Though this dissertation primarily uses 

the word Latine to refer to persons of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central 

American, or other Spanish culture or origin regardless of race, much of the national statistics 

available refer to this population as Hispanic or Latino. This definition is aligned with the U.S. 

National Office of Management and Budget, which determines the federal definitions of racial 

and ethnic groups for the classification of federal data (Revisions to the Standards for the 

Classification of Federal Data on Race and Ethnicity, 1997). For the purpose of this dissertation, 

statistics presented use the word Hispanic to avoid confusion with instances when the word 

Latino is used to refer to male-identifying Latines.  

Statement of the Problem 

The number of Latine students with college degrees has increased over the last several 

decades, but the proportion of the Latine population with a college degree has not kept pace with 

other racial and ethnic groups (Carnevale & Fasules, 2017). Latines are the second-largest racial 

and ethnic group in the United States but have the lowest college attainment rates compared to 

White, Black, and Asian Americans (Schak et al., 2019). Latine access to higher education 

increased 148% between 2000 and 2018 (Hussar et al., 2020). Despite increases in college 

access, Latines lag behind in degree completion. From 2000 to 2019, the percentages of 25- to 

29-year-olds who had attained a bachelor’s degree or higher increased for those who were White 

(from 34 to 45 percent), Black (from 18 to 29 percent), and Hispanic (from 10 to 21 percent) 

(Hussar et al., 2020). Latine adults, however, have lower degree attainment than non-Hispanic 

White adults. Only 23% of Latine adults have earned a college degree compared to 47% of non-

Hispanic Whites (Hussar et al., 2020). Latines may be lagging behind in degree attainment 

because of the amount of time it takes them to complete bachelor's degrees. Nationwide, Latines 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AciSv6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AciSv6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?MuIImO
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?wnvhTS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xBgZb4
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tRtoO0
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iLNYpX
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are less likely to complete their degrees on time (Zarifa et al., 2018). The more time a student 

spends in school, the less likely they are to graduate (Princiotta et al., 2014).  

Increasing Latine college completion is critical, given that college completion is a 

growing necessity to access the 21st-century labor market. The United States is fourth in the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development nations rankings of the percentage of 

the population age 25 to 64 who has attained any postsecondary degree (Hussar et al., 2020). For 

the U.S. to regain the top ranking in the world for college degree attainment, Latines will need to 

earn 6.2 million degrees by 2030 (Excelencia in Education, 2021).  Though the number of Latine 

students with a college degree has grown, Latines are underrepresented among bachelor’s degree 

holders (Schak et al., 2019). Growth in Latine college completion has been mainly concentrated 

at the certificate and associate levels, limiting access to the economic benefits of a bachelor’s 

degree (Excelencia in Education, 2019) and restricting Latines from a competitive advantage in 

the form of higher credentials (Chase et al., 2014). Associate’s degree holders have lower wages 

and lower employment rates than bachelor’s and graduate degree holders (Schak et al., 2019).  

While there are certainly benefits to earning an associate’s degree, having a bachelor's 

degree leads to a greater likelihood of full-time employment and greater economic returns. The 

percentage of labor force participants who worked full-time, year-round, increased among those 

with a bachelor's degree from 77% in 2000 to 80% in 2018. In contrast, those with an associate's 

degree remained flat at 73% from 2000 to 2018 (Hussar et al., 2020).  Additionally, median 

earnings for those with a bachelor's degree were 36.75% higher than those with an associate’s 

degree and 50.69% higher than those with some college but no degree (Hussar et al., 2020). 

Earning a bachelor's degree carries significant economic benefits, yet most Latines in higher 

education must first navigate their path through the community college.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iozpmQ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?wR5JIK
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?G8Zcz4
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?urpoTg
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?oQFyAw
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6C7VVh
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Wwd9IS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?blSst3
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GGzZAa
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HNz1A1
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The majority of Latines across the United States begin their collegiate journeys at 

community colleges. Across the United States, Latines currently enrolled in college are more 

likely to be represented at the certificate and associate level compared to all students (54% 

compared to 38%) (Hussar et al., 2020).  Community colleges serve as a gateway to higher 

education and the first step towards earning a bachelor’s degree. Among a nationally 

representative sample of first-time beginning community college students, 35.8% of Hispanic 

students indicated that they intended to earn a bachelor’s degree, and 49.6% of Hispanic students 

indicated that they intended to earn above a bachelor’s degree. However, after six years, only 

8.2% of Hispanic students had earned a bachelor’s degree (Horn & Skomsvold, 2011). Latine 

students who begin at community college intend to pursue degrees beyond the associate’s level, 

yet few achieve their goal after six years. Part of the issue is related to leaks in the transfer 

pipeline, yet a subset of achievers manages their way through bachelor’s degree completion.  

Bachelor’s degree outcomes for Latine students who begin at a community college are 

drastically different from those who begin a bachelor’s degree-granting institution. Among a 

nationally representative sample of Hispanic students who began college for the first time in a 

bachelor’s degree program, 58% had earned a bachelor’s degree after six years (U.S. Department 

of Education National Center for Education Statistics, 2017). Starting college in a bachelor’s 

degree program leads to a greater likelihood of bachelor’s degree completion after six years 

compared to starting at a community college. Community college, however, is the primary entry 

point into higher education for Latine students. Increasing Latine bachelor’s degree completion 

rates must take into account the unique trajectories of those students who start as first-year 

students and those who start in bachelor’s degree programs as transfer students.   

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?sHBBd8
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?7nAQZn
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?0vMSbd
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?0vMSbd
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More specifically, attention must be paid to how long it takes students to complete their 

degrees once they enroll in a bachelor’s degree program. Latine access to higher education has 

increased, but they are not graduating at the same rate as their peers (Hussar et al., 2020). Part of 

this may be due to the fact that Latines take longer to complete their degrees (Zarifa et al., 2018). 

Research suggests that college completion programs (Kolenovic et al., 2013; Todorova, 2019), 

academic momentum (Attewell et al., 2012; Clovis & Chang, 2019), and varied social identities 

such as gender, class, citizenship, and language ability (Núñez, 2014) influence educational 

outcomes. However, it is not clear how these factors influence the length of time it takes students 

to complete a bachelor’s degree. Timely degree completion is often defined at graduation within 

four-years at bachelor’s degree-granting institutions. Institutional graduation rates are reported 

based on six-year graduation rates, allowing students extra time to earn a traditional four-year 

degree. If a student transfers credits from a previous institution, they would presumably take 

fewer than six years to graduate. Transfer students, however, may face a myriad of obstacles to 

degree completion that distinguishes their journey at bachelor’s degree-granting institutions from 

those students who start as first-year students (Bahr et al., 2013).   

As the college-going population has become increasingly diverse, many students have 

needed longer than four or six years to complete a bachelor’s degree (Attewell et al., 2007). The 

longer students take to graduate, the less time they spend on the labor market earning a wage 

(Attewell et al., 2007). Delayed graduation also carries an earnings penalty once students manage 

to graduate (Witteveen & Attewell, 2021), and puts students at increased risk of non-completion 

(Princiotta et al., 2014). Additionally, better-rewarded jobs require postgraduate credentials, a 

drawn-out undergraduate career may limit the chances that a student will continue to climb the 

educational ladder (Attewell et al., 2007). Understanding how various factors influence time-to-

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ynOll2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?bCjSBh
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?KV4tS5
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?qGJQP4
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?JSU7j9
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?j2OHAZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?KvTX1k
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?S539Lc
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TKckIR
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8kdnHq
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZeoEwo
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degree for Latine students may inform institutional policies to improve their bachelor’s degree 

outcomes. To that end, this dissertation investigates the following research questions. 

Research Questions: 

1. What is the relative impact of college completion programs, academic momentum, and 

key demographic variables on the length of time it takes Latine students to earn a 

bachelor's degree? 

2. How do these domains impact time-to-degree for transfer students and first-year students 

respectively? 

Rationale 

The key to increasing Latine degree completion rates is an understanding of the conduits 

to their success. Research must focus on bachelor’s degree completion both for students who 

start at a four-year college as first-year students and those beginning as transfer students. Since 

most Latines begin their collegiate journey at community colleges, their path to bachelor’s 

degree completion is most likely to begin as a transfer student. Millions of Latines are graduating 

from colleges and universities each year. By understanding the conduits to success for Latine 

students who are graduating, higher education institutions can close the equity gaps in college 

completion rates, providing even more Latine students the benefits of a college education. 

Studies seeking to address educational disparities are often framed to examine what students 

lack, preventing them from completing a college degree. Rather than highlight failure, scholars 

have called for explicitly asset-based frameworks for studying communities of color in education 

(Carales & López, 2020; Harper, 2010). Asset-based frameworks center on the achievement and 

resilience of students of color as they navigate educational environments. To that end, this 

dissertation will focus on Latine students who have completed their bachelor’s degree from the 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?X4Bhxy
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City University of New York. Investigating students who have already navigated completion of a 

bachelor’s degree can shed new insights into the conduits and barriers to the length of time it 

takes students to complete their bachelor's degrees.  

The City University of New York (CUNY) provides a unique research site to investigate 

bachelor’s degree completion for Latine students who begin as first-year students and transfer 

students.  CUNY is the nation’s largest urban university with 25 different campuses spread 

across the five boroughs of New York City. Rooted in a historic mission of access and 

excellence, CUNY provides affordable education to students regardless of backgrounds or 

means. CUNY serves 275,000 students, 31.7% of whom identify as Hispanic (City University of 

New York Office of Institutional Research & Assessment, 2020). Undergraduates have access to 

seven colleges that offer associate’s degrees, nine that offer bachelor’s degrees, and three that 

offer both.  

As an integrated system, students who begin at a community college can transfer to any 

four-year college to pursue a bachelor’s degree. Indeed, as of Fall 2013, all credits taken at any 

CUNY institution can transfer to another CUNY institution (Logue, 2017). Between 2013 and 

2017, an average of 74% of associate degree graduates from CUNY transferred to a bachelor’s 

degree program within CUNY (City University of New York Office of Institutional Research & 

Assessment, 2020). This metric does not account for associate-degree-seeking students who 

transferred to a bachelor’s degree program before earning their associate’s degree. Nationwide, 

most community college students do not earn an associate’s degree before transferring to a four-

year institution (Glynn, 2019). While 74% of associate degree graduates transfer to bachelor’s 

degree programs, the overall percentage of CUNY community college students (regardless of 

degree status) who transfer to a bachelor’s degree program is higher. The high percentage of 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?dBVfft
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?dBVfft
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iAwfBe
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?edtSj3
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?edtSj3
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?g3RuUw
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CUNY community college students who transfer to a bachelor’s degree program allows for 

simultaneous investigation into the unique paths to bachelor’s degrees for both first-year and 

transfer students.  

In addition to a large population of transfer students, CUNY colleges have some of the 

highest percentages of Hispanic enrollment in New York. CUNY colleges account for the 

greatest number of undergraduate Latine students enrolled in New York state; additionally, 

CUNY also has the top five institutions in the state for awarding bachelor degrees to Latines 

(City University of New York, 2021a).  CUNY is also home to 16 of the 34 Hispanic Serving 

Institutions in New York State (City University of New York, 2021a).  CUNY is uniquely 

situated to provide insight into the factors that influence how long it takes Latine students to 

complete a bachelor’s degree as first-year students or transfer students.  This study aims to 

investigate the conduits and barriers to time-to-bachelor’s-degree for Latine first-time freshmen 

and Latine transfer students at four-year colleges at the City University of New York.  

Theoretical Framework 

This section outlines the theoretical frameworks used to understand bachelor’s degree 

completion for Latine students at CUNY. Specifically, this dissertation will explore the relative 

impact of college completion programs, academic momentum indicators, and key demographic 

variables on time-to-bachelor’s-degree. The theoretical model below provides an illustration of 

how multiple theoretical perspectives are connected. Perna & Thomas (2008) note the need to 

integrate multiple theoretical perspectives when conceptualizing indicators of student success, 

such as college completion. To that end, this section begins with an overview of theoretical 

perspectives on college completion. LatCrit (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001) is introduced along with 

the Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework (Harper, 2010) as the macro-level theoretical 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?hGBJxI
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?As9Ylo
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uVWifZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6Ej8z1
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4RR3I2
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perspectives informing this analysis. A general summary of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) 

follows along with an explanation of quantitative methodological extension.  

Theoretical Perspectives on College Completion 

Several scholars have provided frameworks to study the college experience (Astin, 1999; 

Braxton & Lien, 2016; Kuh & Love, 2016; Tinto, 2012). Tinto is one of the most notable 

scholars in college completion to the point that his framework for studying departure from 

college has gained near paradigmatic status (Museus, 2014). Tinto’s (1993) framework provides 

researchable dimensions to understand the reasons for student departure, including student 

attributes, institutional experiences, and goals/commitments. The central tenets of Tinto’s 

original framework are the concepts of academic integration and social integration. Loosely 

operationalized by researchers, academic and social integration essentially refers to the extent to 

which students feel connected to the academic experiences in college (classroom interactions, 

meeting with faculty for office hours, serving as a research assistant) as well as how socially they 

are connected to an institution (club involvement, student leadership opportunities, friend groups, 

group work in class). Tinto’s (1993) model posits that the more students experience academic 

and social integration, the less likely they are to drop out of college.  Scholars have found mixed 

support for the connection between academic and social integration and persistence toward 

degree (Crisp et al., 2015). Despite mixed evidence to support these theoretical foundations, 

Tinto’s theory of departure is one of the most referenced frameworks regarding college 

completion. 

However, Tinto’s Institutional Departure Model (1993) is not appropriate for studying the 

City University of New York. Tinto acknowledged that his theory is inappropriate for studying 

student departure at non-residential institutions or commuter colleges (Melguizo, 2011). As an 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xpwC5a
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?71fDKG
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?71fDKG
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?hPCdPB
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?jf5n5S
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?qctr4Q
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZZstSd
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HLKMSj
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?374RFk
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overwhelmingly non-residential university, Tinto’s academic and social integration concepts are 

not the most appropriate measures to apply when investigating degree completion at CUNY.  

Beyond the disconnect regarding institution type, scholars have noted additional 

shortcomings of Tinto’s theoretical model. Museus (2014) categorizes major critiques of Tinto’s 

institutional departure model into four dimensions. The Cultural Foundations Critique 

problematizes the notion that students must sever ties with their culture of origin to integrate into 

a college community fully. The Institutional Departure Model model does not consider the value 

of students’ cultural backgrounds and places an undue burden on students to cut ties with their 

home communities to succeed in college. The Self-Determination Critique casts light on the 

responsibility of institutions for student success. Tinto’s model places too much onus on the 

student and the extent to which they academically or socially integrate into an institution. How 

institutions structure their environments and support services impacts students’  journey to 

completing a degree. The resources and supports made available to students matter just as much 

as students’ individual effort. The third dimension is the Integration Validity Critique. There is 

modest empirical evidence of the salience of academic integration in college completion, the 

relevance of social integration is questionable at commuter institutions, and the dichotomy 

between academic integration and social integration might be arbitrary. Academic programs and 

projects can foster both academic and social connections, such as group service-learning projects 

or learning communities that link two courses with supplementary programming. The last 

critique that Museus (2014) notes is the Psychological Dimension Critique. Much of the research 

using Tinto’s theory relied on behavioral observations of social or academic integration. “Yet, 

because empirical research that examines Tinto’s theory has not typically incorporated a 

psychological dimension or an element of quality into measurements of students’ connections to 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?UOvHbg
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?o89rzV
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their institutions, it has failed to generate a sufficient understanding regarding how various types 

of environments, curricula, programs, and practices affect success among diverse populations” 

(Museus, 2014, p. 199). Despite these shortcomings, Tinto’s model remains prominent in studies 

on higher education (Crisp et al., 2015; Museus, 2014).  

Acknowledging the theoretical limitations of his theory, particularly as it relates to 

informing institutional practice, Tinto (2012) developed an institutional framework that 

institutions can use to create programs that increase degree completion. He argues that most 

efforts to increase completion rates have focused on the “margins of students’ educational life” 

(Tinto, 2012, p. 5). College completion efforts should instead focus on the one place where most 

students engage in socio-academic experiences--the classroom. In classrooms, students engage 

with their peers in shared learning experiences and have the opportunity to develop relationships 

with institutional agents (faculty). Supportive social networks are essential for Latine college 

student success, and a classroom is a place where those networks can be nurtured. Tinto laid out 

four conditions for student success: expectations, support, assessment and feedback, and 

involvement (Tinto, 2012). Expectations include both what the student expects of themselves and 

the expectations established by the institution and faculty. These expectations must be matched 

with academic, social, and, in some cases, financial support. Without the necessary support to 

meet the high expectations of college, students struggle to succeed. When this support is 

combined with effective assessment and feedback, students understand how to adjust their 

behaviors. Feedback from faculty helps students understand how to be successful in class. 

Feedback from assessment helps faculty and staff adjust their practices to better enable student 

success. Lastly, through involvement, students engage academically and socially with faculty, 

staff, and peers, increasing their ability to succeed. Tinto argues that when all four conditions 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ql8OBq
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exist, students are more likely to remain in college. However, Tinto’s four conditions for college 

completion are meant to inform institutional practice rather than research. His model offers just 

one conceptual model through which college completion is understood.  

The theoretical foundations of college completion and student success vary across 

disciplines. Theoretical perspectives from fields such as psychology, sociology, and economics 

explain the mechanisms behind college student success.  Perna & Thomas (2008) argue that the 

varied methodological and conceptual approaches by each of the disciplines limit researchers’, 

practitioners’, and policy makers’ understanding of student success. Perna & Thomas (2008) 

define student success as completion or effective exercise of ten indicators, including persistence 

to degree completion. The conduits or barriers to college completion vary according to the 

theoretical perspectives that guide research that ultimately informs policy and practice.  

Perna and Thomas (2008) proposed an overarching conceptual framework to guide 

research, policy, and practice surrounding student success. Their model is meant as a tool to 

understand the ways researchers, policymakers, and practitioners can integrate multiple areas of 

research to generate a more comprehensive understanding of student success processes for 

different groups of students. This model offers practical implications for studying Latine 

bachelor’s degree completion. Perna and Thomas (2008) note that one of their intentions in 

producing this conceptual framework is to inform research, policy, and practice to reduce equity 

gaps. Here, equity gaps are conceptualized as differences in performance between groups of 

students. In this case, the gaps in college graduation rates for racial and ethnic groups. Disparities 

in performance between racial and ethnic groups traditionally referred to as achievement gaps 

are conceptualized as equity gaps to acknowledge the role institutions play in facilitating student 

success. The concept of achievement may be associated with individual effort or lack thereof. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HekkKS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?G1ZVGa
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?58yqHY
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?SuhZ4L
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Reframing achievement gaps as equity gaps places more of the onus on institutions to rethink 

policies and practices to align with their students’ needs (Malcom-Piqueux & Bensimon, 2017).  

Perna & Thomas’ (2008) conceptual model displays the interconnectedness of policy, 

school, family, and internal contexts that impact student success indicators. Their model assumes 

that the path to student success may vary across racial, ethnic, or other groups due to differences 

in culture, family resources, school contexts, or public policies. These contexts are in a feedback 

loop with the success indicators. The attainment of one success indicator (i.e., college enrollment 

or transfer) shapes the contexts for future success indicator attainment (i.e., college graduation). 

In other words, enrolling in college may change the social or school contexts in which a student 

exists. The college environment is subject to different local policies than a student’s high school 

and introduces a new social environment. Family dynamics may shift as a result of the increased 

workload from high school to college. A child who usually arrived home by the afternoon on a 

school day may now take classes at various times, spending most of their day on campus. 

Students’ internal contexts, such as their attitudes and behaviors, may adjust to the new demands 

of college life. Their pride and commitment to earning a degree may motivate studious behavior 

as they complete coursework. These shifted contexts shape the process of attaining a college 

degree. The process continues beyond degree completion as the contexts may once again change 

post-graduation.  

Perna and Thomas’s conceptual framework’s relevant application is the recognition of 

the need to integrate multiple perspectives to produce new insights regarding the conduits and 

barriers to student success. To create the model, they reviewed literature in economics, 

psychology, sociology, and education to understand how each discipline described the 

characteristics of and approaches to research on student success. The resulting model is meant to 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ukxRz7
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show how to integrate different disciplinary perspectives to inform our understanding of the 

processes impacting college degree completion and other student success indicators. Increasing 

Latine bachelor’s degree completion requires a multidimensional approach to the current 

conduits to success. “By considering multiple theoretical lenses together, research can address 

the limitations that are present in any one perspective” (Perna & Thomas, 2008, p. 31). 

Education research, in particular, is well suited for an integrated theoretical approach because of 

the myriad contextual interactions that shape the attainment of student success indicators. For 

example, drawing from economics, researchers can examine the role of financial aid programs 

on degree attainment. Research that explores the correlation between individual motivation, 

attitudes, and beliefs on persistence to graduation draws from psychology. Sociologically 

speaking, the various characteristics of a college, such as students’ sense of how welcoming the 

campus feels, social networks, or student/faculty relationships, influence degree attainment for 

different groups. Education research that can integrate multiple theoretical perspectives is 

comprehensive and provides more policy-relevant understandings of student success (Perna & 

Thomas, 2008). 

Despite the recognition of a need for multiple theoretical frameworks, much of the 

research on Latine college student success remains undertheorized or reliant on Tinto’s (1993) 

institutional departure model. Crisp, Taggart, & Nora (2015) conducted a systematic review of 

research identifying factors contributing to undergraduate Latine students’ academic success 

outcomes. They found that (a) sociocultural characteristics; (b) academic self-confidence; (c) 

beliefs, ethnic/racial identity, and coping styles; (d) pre-college academic experiences; (e) 

college experiences; (f) internal motivation and commitment; (g) interactions with supportive 

individuals; (h) perceptions of the campus climate/environment; and (i) institutional 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iezoP1
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KUNICKI - DISSERTATION PROPOSAL                           19 

type/characteristics are related to academic success outcomes for Latine students. Their research 

asserts that there is no unifying theory for studying Latine academic outcomes in higher 

education, including degree completion. Their literature review confirmed that there had been 

either an overreliance on Tinto’s Institutional Departure Model or no theory at all. Their review 

confirms the need for education researchers to integrate existing theories regarding Latine 

college students to guide a line of inquiry. This analysis integrates LatCrit, Anti-Deficit 

Achievement, and Intersectionality to investigate Latine bachelor’s degree outcomes. Figure 1 

illustrates the connection between LatCrit, Anti-Deficit Achievement, and Intersectionality.  

Figure 1 

Theoretical Model 

 

LatCrit  
(Solórzano & Yosso, 2001) 

& 
Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework  

(Harper, 2010) 

 
Intersectionality  

(Crenshaw, 1991) 

This Dissertation 
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LatCrit & Anti-Deficit Achievement 

Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) called for a critical race theoretical perspective in 

education. Critical Race Theory is a framework or set of basic perspectives, methods, and 

pedagogy that seeks to identify, analyze, and transform those structural, cultural, and 

interpersonal aspects of education that maintain the marginal position and subordination of 

students of color (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). The adoption of Critical Race Theory in education 

requires that we identify and analyze those aspects of education that maintain a marginal position 

for students of color and transform them (Jay, 2003).  

As an extension of CRT, LatCrit is both supplementary and complementary to CRT. 

LatCrit helps to analyze issues beyond the traditional notions of CRT like language, 

immigration, ethnicity, culture, identity, phenotype, and sexuality. LatCrit allows researchers to 

better address the intersectionality of racism, sexism, classicism, and other forms of oppression 

(Villalpando, 2003). Defining elements of both CRT and LatCrit include the centrality of race 

and racism, the challenge to dominant ideology; a commitment to social justice and praxis; and a 

historical context and interdisciplinary perspective (Villalpando, 2003). These defining elements 

shape CRT and LatCrit as a framework, providing researchers with the lens to approach research 

that seeks to counter deficit ideologies with a particular focus on the interaction between various 

social identities.  

This study employs an explicitly asset-based stance to address the equity gaps in Latine 

bachelor’s degree completion. Studies seeking to address educational disparities are often framed 

to examine what students lack, preventing them from completing a college degree. Rather than 

highlight failure, scholars have called for explicitly asset-based frameworks for studying 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?86gAkF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?EDIb96
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?zZXfLs
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communities of color in education (Carales & López, 2020; Harper, 2010). Asset-based 

frameworks center on the achievement and resilience of students of color as they navigate 

educational environments. 

Responding to the decades of scholarship focused on deficit, Shaun Harper (2010) 

introduced an Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework as a lens through which to explore the 

enablers of student achievement in STEM. The framework places emphasis on reframing deficit-

oriented research questions regarding students of color. This framework is informed by theories 

from psychology, sociology, and education, including Critical Race Theory. Harper’s 

multidisciplinary integration is aligned with Perna and Thomas’s (2008) recommendation for an 

overarching conceptual model of student success. The Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework 

provides researchers with a series of possible questions to explore to understand better how 

students of color persist and successfully navigate the educational pipeline.  

The Anti-Deficit Achievement framework moves beyond deficit perspectives by 

highlighting institutional agents, policies, programs, and resources that helped students achieve 

desired educational outcomes across institution types (Harper, 2013). This framework is most 

helpful in reframing the types of questions asked in educational research on students of color. 

For example, instead of asking “Why are Black male students’ rates of persistence and degree 

attainment lowest among both sexes and all racial/ethnic groups in higher education?” 

researchers using this framework should ask, “What resources proved most effective in helping 

Black male achievers earn GPAs above 3.0 in a variety of majors including STEM fields?” 

(Harper, 2010). Though there are suggestions of researchable dimensions within each pipeline 

point, these are meant to guide what might be possible. This framework’s most important 

application uses its tenets to frame research questions that amplify achievement rather than 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?KX8SRM
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?CBCGUT
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failure and deficit. Analyzing a sample of Latine students who have completed their bachelor’s 

degree contributes to Harper’s call for a focus on amplifying achievement. Combining LatCrit 

(Solorzano & Yosso, 2001) and the Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework (Harper, 2010) allows 

for an explicitly asset-based approach to Latine degree completion that considers the unique 

dimensions of their identity. To examine these dimensions, this analysis employs 

intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) as a mid-level framework.  

Intersectionality 

Intersectionality provides the analytical lens through which scholars can investigate 

multiple dimensions of power and identity. This approach is related to both CRT and LatCrit in 

its commitment to social change. Carbado and colleagues (2013) note that the goal of 

intersectionality is not “simply to understand social relations of power, nor to limit 

intersectionality’s gaze to the relations that [are] interrogated therein, but to bring the often 

hidden dynamics forward in order to transform them” (p. 312). Crenshaw (1991) first introduced 

the concept of intersectionality to note how Black women experience multiple minoritized 

identities. Crenshaw explored the race and gender dimensions of violence against women of 

color. Her analysis examined how U.S. institutions, such as the legal system and the social 

discourses of feminism and antiracism, fail to consider the vulnerability of women of color. 

Crenshaw’s work offered important insights into how social identities such as race, gender, class, 

and immigration status interact to shape outcomes. Many scholars have since extended 

Crenshaw’s work to consider a range of issues and social identities, including Latine educational 

attainment (Covarrubias et al., 2018; Covarrubias & Vélez, 2013; Núñez, 2014).  

Intersectionality is meant to be a structural and political critique to identify how policies 

might change to address structural inequalities. Intersectionality has also been extended as a 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZckV26
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methodological tool to guide analysis. Quantitative Intersectionality (Covarrubias, 2011) offers 

scholars methodological tools to examine the interdependent relationship of race/ethnicity, 

gender, and other social identities such as class. The majority of studies using intersectionality as 

a theoretical framework have relied heavily on qualitative methods (Harris & Patton, 2019; 

Núñez, 2014). Policy in higher education, however, tends to be driven by findings from 

quantitative analysis. Quantitative intersectionality invites the possibility of producing the type 

of research framed within sociohistorical contexts and aligned with the type of methodological 

expectations of research that policymakers are looking for (Covarrubias & Vélez, 2013). When it 

comes to quantitative analysis, Covarrubias & Velez (2013) challenge the notion that “numbers 

can speak for themselves.” Statistical modeling relies on a system of estimation informed by an 

analyst’s ontological and epistemological grounding. The purpose of quantitative 

intersectionality is not to provide a definitive interpretation of phenomena but to contextualize 

findings with the researchers’ understanding of how the world operates (Covarrubias & Vélez, 

2013). Lopez and colleagues (2018) note that employing quantitative intersectionality requires an 

ongoing self-reflexivity of one’s positionality.  My positionality shapes my research as a 

multiracial Latino from a working-class background who was the first in his family to graduate 

college. As a higher education administrator, I am keenly interested in policies and practices that 

support students along the path towards graduation. I want my research to inform university 

policy and shape institutional practices to increase Latine college student success.  

Literature Review  

This chapter reviews relevant literature related to bachelor’s degree completion and time-

to-degree for Latine students. The central questions of this study relate to the relative impact of 

college completion programs, academic momentum indicators, and key demographic variables 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?l978Js
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?a8D0Du
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on time-to-bachelor’s-degree.  Further, this dissertation examines how these relationships operate 

differently for transfer students versus first-year students. The sections that follow synthesize 

literature relevant to the research study. Broader concepts and empirical studies are used to 

ground the domains used in this study.  

More specifically, this section will address bodies of literature related to bachelor’s 

degree outcomes for first-year students compared to transfer students. Following an overview of 

scholarship on bachelor’s degree completion and time-to-degree, literature on transfer student 

experiences is reviewed, underscoring the need to investigate multiple paths to a bachelor’s 

degree. Then, research on college completion programs and academic momentum is introduced 

to explicate potential conduits to timely degree completion. Finally, incorporating elements of 

LatCrit (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001), this section synthesizes research on gender, citizenship, 

language, and socioeconomic status and their influence on educational outcomes. Together, these 

bodies of literature inform the methodological approach for this dissertation.  

Bachelor’s Degree Completion & Time-to-Degree  

Bachelor’s degrees carry higher economic value and better labor market outcomes. 

Beyond economic outcomes, Bachelor’s degrees have also shown to carry intergenerational 

benefits. Attewell and Lavin (2007) showed that if a mother earns a BA, her children's chances 

of educational success significantly increase. Their study followed women 30 years after they 

graduated from the City University of New York to examine the relative impact of college 

enrollment on their life outcomes and the outcomes of their children. The analysis highlighted 

the intergenerational benefits of college enrollment and degree completion, particularly for 

women of color and women from low-income backgrounds. Scholars have placed increased 

attention on the relative impact of various factors on whether or not students complete their 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?RWBuMB
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?a4mB3F


KUNICKI - DISSERTATION PROPOSAL                           25 

degrees (Crisp et al., 2015; Freeman & Martinez, 2015; Tinto, 2012). While understanding the 

conduits and barriers to degree completion is necessary to increase overall degree completion, 

little research considers the length of time it takes students to earn degrees (Witteveen & 

Attewell, 2021; Yue & Fu, 2017; Zarifa et al., 2018).   

Research demonstrates that the longer students remain enrolled in post-secondary 

education, the less likely they are to graduate (Princiotta et al., 2014), yet few studies explore 

how institutions can shorten students’ time-to-degree.  Over the last thirty years, most students 

have taken longer to complete a post-secondary degree (Bound et al., 2012). Turner (2004) 

compiled empirical evidence that potentially explained the extension of time-to-degree. Over the 

last several decades, college-aged students have had to increasingly combine college enrollment 

and employment. More students are working while attending college to cover college costs and 

living expenses. Moreover, the rising costs of college degrees eroded the capacity for families 

from the lowest income quintile distribution to afford the cost of a degree. Turner (2004) also 

points to the decline in state appropriations for higher education as a possible explanation for 

lengthening time-to-degree because of reductions in the supply of faculty, staff, and student 

services available. Declines in state appropriations for higher education were particularly acute 

following the 2008 financial crisis. Even as the US economy began to recover, by 2014, forty-

eight states--all except Alaska and North Dakota--were spending less per student than before 

2008 (Mitchell et al., 2015). Reductions in state appropriations are typically met with cuts to 

faculty and reductions in student services. Colleges also tend to increase tuition to make up for 

lost revenue, creating additional barriers for low-income students. For example, between 2008 

and 2014, tuition for four-year public colleges in New York increased by 21.3% (Mitchell et al., 

2015). State funding for higher education in New York increased incrementally following the 
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2008 recession. In 2017, New York unveiled the Excelsior Scholarship, a four-year last-dollar 

tuition waiver for families making less than $125,000 per year. While the program addressed the 

rising cost of tuition, it did not provide additional institutional funding for additional advisors, 

faculty members, or student services. Between fiscal years 2016 and 2021, New York State 

appropriations for higher education increased 6.9% but have declined 1.9% over the last two 

fiscal years in response to the coronavirus pandemic (Grapevine, 2021). It is not yet clear how 

short-term investments of federal stimulus funds in response to the pandemic will impact the 

overall student support infrastructure, and in turn, time-to-degree.  

According to a national analysis of time-to-degree, the average time enrolled for 

associate and bachelor’s degree earners was 3.3 years and 5.1 years, respectively (Shapiro et al., 

2016). Outside of the most selective colleges, time-to-degree has increased, particularly at public 

colleges. Among four-year public colleges, only 37.5% of graduates earned their degree within 

four years (Shapiro et al., 2016). Some of this phenomenon is explained by increasing faculty to 

student ratios, declining funding for student services, and increases in student employment 

(Bound et al., 2012).  Most students take longer to complete their bachelor’s degrees, which is 

related to increased risk of non-completion. Shortening time-to-degree is likely to improve 

overall completion rates.   

Shortening time-to-degree can give students access to the economic and interpersonal 

benefits of a degree much sooner. Increasing time-to-degree has significant opportunity costs; 

each year of increased study results in lost wages over the course of a lifetime. Comparing the 

wages of current college enrollees aged 20–25 against current BA holders aged 20–25 from the 

Current Population Survey, each additional year represents on average $23,081 in lost earnings 

(Huntington-Klein & Gill, 2020). An analysis of a national representative sample found that even 
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after graduation, those who took longer to complete experienced an earnings penalty. In other 

words, those who took longer to graduate earned less than their peers who graduated sooner. The 

authors found that even after controlling for family background, types of institution attended, 

student major, and GPA, there remained a significant association between earnings and time-to-

degree (Witteveen & Attewell, 2021). 

It is not clear from the current literature how time-to-degree operates for Latine students 

explicitly. Timely completion of a bachelor’s degree is an additional marker of stratification in 

higher education; Hispanic students are less likely to complete their degrees within four years  

(Zarifa et al., 2018). Among the 2015-2016 first-time bachelor’s degree recipients, Hispanic 

students took longer to complete their degrees than students who identified as Asian, White, and  

Other or Two or More Races.  The median number of months from first enrollment to bachelor’s 

degree completion for Hispanic students was 58 months (or 4.8 years), compared to 52 months 

for White students, 48 months for Asian students, and 57 months for students who identified as 

Other or Two or More Races; the median number of months for bachelor’s degree completion 

for Black students was 64 months (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2019a). Latines take longer to complete their degrees, which puts them at increased 

risk of not graduating (Princiotta et al., 2014) and restricts access to some of the economic 

benefits of a bachelor’s degree (Witteveen & Attewell, 2021). The longer time to bachelor’s 

degree may be explained by the population of Latine students who begin at a community college 

before earning their degree. About a third of all students attend multiple institutions before 

completing their bachelor’s degree (Shapiro et al., 2016). Enrolling in multiple institutions 

complicates students’ pathways because they first have to negotiate the transfer process of 

enrolling in a new institution, transferring credits, and adjusting to a new institutional context.  
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Slower progress to a degree may also be explained by broader social or economic 

challenges. As Perna & Thomas (2008) note, social, economic, and policy contexts operate at the 

broadest level and shape what happens within school contexts. A LatCrit (Solorzano & Yosso, 

2001) and Intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) lens call for analysis to focus on the interaction of 

various sociocultural contexts within schools and broader social dynamics. In their critique of 

time-to-degree as a measure of academic success, McCormack and colleagues (2014) detailed 

the economic, social-emotional, and dependent-care burdens disproportionally faced by students 

who attend public two- and four-year colleges. They argue that a longer-than-average time-to-

degree should not be construed as failure on a student’s part, but rather as a distinctive, but 

acceptable, trajectory for those whose lives have been fraught with academic, home-life, and 

economic struggles. These scholars conducted a meta-analysis of three qualitative studies of 

students at the City University of New York to uncover the most important factors that impeded 

timely degree completion. In all three of the studies analyzed, there were a number of students 

whose academic progress had been delayed by economic factors and the need to earn a full-time 

living before earning a college degree. Children and family also emerged as obstacles to earning 

an associate’s degree within two years and a bachelor’s degree within four years. Children were 

both a source of motivation and an obstacle; parents reported pursuing a college degree to give 

their children access to more opportunities but also spoke about the challenges of managing 

childcare while enrolled in classes. Respondents reported the support they received from family 

members but noted how family members did not always know the best way to support them as 

college students. These students also reported instances of racism and trauma along their 

educational journeys. The authors concluded that work and class status, parenting and family 
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issues, as well as mental and social health challenges impede students’ ability to graduate within 

traditional time frames.  

While timely degree completion should not be treated as the sole marker of academic 

success, institutions must work to accommodate students’ complex lives to improve degree 

outcomes. As Latines enter higher education more must be done to increase the proportion of 

students who complete their degrees. One avenue to increase degree completion is to shorten the 

length of time students take to complete their degrees. Shortening the amount of time it takes 

students to earn bachelor’s degrees needs to take into account broader societal and institutional 

contexts, including potential barriers or conduits to timely degree completion. To that end, this 

dissertation focuses on those broader contexts to illuminate the levers by which time-to-degree 

may be improved. The approach is also informed by what is known about Latine students’ 

current path towards a bachelor’s degree and institutional practices that have shown promise in 

improving student outcomes. Namely, this research will consider the unique experiences of 

transfer students compared to first-year students at bachelor’s degree institutions, the impact of 

college completion programs, the role of academic momentum, and the interaction of various 

sociocultural contexts on the length of time it takes Latines to complete their degrees. The 

following sections explain what is currently known about the relationship between these 

concepts and time-to-degree.  

Transfer Student Experiences  

Studies on bachelor’s degree completion tend to focus on first-year student cohorts that 

begin college at the institution from which they graduate. There are benefits to concentrating on 

first-year students in analyses of degree outcomes; they all start college for the first time, making 

it easier to compare cohorts across time. Institutional retention and graduation rates are reported 
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to the federal government through the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System at the 

National Center for Education Statistics based on outcomes for first-time, full-time first-year 

students. Additionally, college rankings are calculated based on first-year student outcomes. 

Transfer student outcomes tend not to be systematically collected in the same way that data on 

first-year students are gathered.  The pursuit of increased rankings may explain part of this 

phenomenon. Institutional admission rates, retention rates, and graduation rates are reported 

based on cohorts of entering first-year students. In pursuit of improved rankings, some 

institutions allocate their limited resources to improving the experience of students who “matter” 

most to rankings (Tobolowsky & Cox, 2012). Higher rankings can lead to an improved 

reputation, greater alumni giving, and interest from more academically qualified students.  

Serving transfer students, however, is a matter of social and racial justice. Higher 

education magnifies the racial and ethnic inequality it inherits from the K-12 educational system. 

Across the United States, most Latine students attend two-year public institutions (Excelencia in 

Education, 2019). However, racial and ethnic minority students are less likely to transfer to four-

year institutions than their White peers. Thus, transfer serves a stratifying function at the 

intersection of sectors of higher education, permitting only select groups of students a 

competitive advantage in the form of higher credentials (Chase et al., 2014). Most research on 

transfer students tends to focus on the role of community colleges in facilitating the transfer 

process, but four-year institutions and university systems play in role in facilitating student’s 

success once they transfer institutions (Bahr et al., 2013).  Chase et al. (2014) call for transfer to 

be viewed as a matter of educational opportunity and outcome equity, where equity invokes not 

only greater access but also equal transfer outcomes among racial and ethnic groups. One of 

those critical outcomes must be time-to-degree.  
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Students who change institutions along their postsecondary journey will inherently take 

longer to complete their bachelor’s degrees than students who stay at the same college. Degree 

programs may not be aligned across institutions; the credits a student must take at one institution 

may not apply to a comparable degree plan at another institution. Additionally, a receiving 

institution might not accept all of the credits a student earned while at their previous college. 

Even if all credits are accepted, transfer credits may only be applied as elective credits rather 

than credits that fulfill degree requirements. There are unique credit articulation challenges that 

lengthen a transfer student’s time-to-degree, but understanding the transfer pathway to bachelor’s 

degree completion is critical for improving Latine bachelor’s degree outcomes.  

Since most Latines begin their collegiate journey at community colleges, their path to 

bachelor’s degree completion is most likely to begin as a transfer student. The community 

college path to a bachelor’s degree is just one path a transfer student may follow. Students may 

also transfer from one four-year college to another to earn their desired degree. One study found 

that some students not admitted to their first-choice college chose to move to another institution 

to complete their degrees (Jones-White et al., 2010). However, much of the research on transfer 

students focuses on community college transfer students (Bahr et al., 2013). Regardless of the 

path a student follows, once they arrive at a bachelor’s degree-granting institution, they are 

classified as transfer students. Since this dissertation is focused on time-to-bachelor’s-degree 

completion, it seeks to shed light on the mechanisms available to four-year colleges and 

university systems to improve time-to-degree for Latine students. Furthermore, given the unique 

trajectories of transfer students versus first-year students, each population must be considered 

separately.  
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Not enough research has looked at the role of four-year institutions in supporting transfer 

students; most research focuses on the role of two-year colleges in facilitating transfer even 

though four-year colleges are equal partners in facilitating transfer student success. Bahr and 

colleagues (2013) reviewed the literature on community college students' transition processes 

and outcomes in four-year institutions. They focused on concepts that often appear in studies on 

transfer students, including integration, involvement, environmental pull, capital, and transfer 

receptivity. In general, they found that the conclusions drawn on what works for transfer students 

varied according to institution type, population served, and how the researcher operationalized 

and defined the concept. Concerning academic integration, community college transfer students’ 

experiences vary and may be largely contingent on student characteristics, type of receiving 

institution, the institution’s academic culture, and program of study amid other factors. The 

extent to which transfer students experience social integration at four-year colleges seems to vary 

depending on the student, program, and institution. The research suggests a high level of 

variability in the degree to which community college transfer students feel academically or 

socially connected to the receiving four-year institution (Bahr et al., 2013). Generally speaking, 

the literature homogenizes transfer students, and few studies consider the unique experiences of 

Latine transfer students once they arrive at four-year institutions (Bensimon & Dowd, 2009; 

Viramontes, 2020). Moreover, there is a dearth of research on how long it takes transfer students 

to earn bachelor’s degrees once they transfer to a four-year institution.  

Once students transfer, they must contend with a new institutional context, including new 

policies, curricula, organizational culture, and social environment. Many students experience 

transfer shock, the sudden drop in GPA in their first semester at a new institution (Glass Jr & 

Bunn, 1998). First semester GPA is predictive of bachelor’s degree completion (Gershenfeld et 
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al., 2016; Zhang, 2019); the drop in GPA due to transfer shock puts transfer students at risk of 

non-completion. Research suggests that lower GPAs signal a slower accumulation of credits and, 

therefore, a longer time-to-degree (Yue & Fu, 2017), but it is not clear if that mechanism 

operates in the same way for transfer students as it does for first-year students. Transfer students 

can arrive with any number of credits, so it is not clear if lower GPAs are a direct indicator of 

slower progress towards a degree. However, loss of credits between institutions and changing 

programs have been shown to delay graduation (Giesey & Manhire, 2003).  

Transfer students are expected to take longer to earn their bachelor’s degrees, but 

institutions can intervene to improve their degree outcomes. In one of the few studies that 

examined time-to-degree for transfer students, the researchers found a relationship between 

students' perceptions of the quality of support services available and the time required to 

graduate with a bachelor’s degree (Glass Jr & Bunn, 1998). These findings suggest that the level 

of support available to transfer students may impact how long it takes them to complete their 

degrees. Support services can take the form of advising, counseling, tutoring, mentoring, or a 

combination of services through coordinated college completion programs. There is a dearth of 

research that examines the relationship between state appropriations for higher education and 

time-to-degree but one analysis found increases in time to degree relatively concentrated in states 

that have experienced rapid growth in the size of the college-age population and dilution in 

resources per student at many public colleges (Lovenheim et al., 2007). Indeed, research 

suggests a link between declining state appropriations and cuts to student support services 

(Mitchell et al., 2015). Tobolowsky and Cox (2012) discuss how four-year institutions 

rationalize their neglect of transfer students by focusing limited resources on the students whose 

outcomes matter most for institutional rankings. Transfer students, however, benefit just as much 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Qwm4Za
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?0wGHLa
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?eiGzux
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?edvcLU
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5Bfpeh
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?pCRsyS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?DqGVhG


KUNICKI - DISSERTATION PROPOSAL                           34 

as first-year students from access to advisors, student affairs professionals, and college support 

services that can help them navigate “the cultural border” between their previous and receiving 

institutions (Bensimon & Dowd, 2009). 

College Completion Programs 

Studies show that student’s time to degree is often lengthened because they take the 

wrong courses (Giesey & Manhire, 2003), take too few courses (Huntington-Klein & Gill, 2020), 

struggle academically (Yue & Fu, 2017), do not know the proper study habits to use in class 

(Hailikari et al., 2018, 2020), or struggle to balance the complexities of their personal life and 

college (Mccormack et al., 2014). Time-to-degree has been shown to be growing because of 

declining college resources which results in less access to advisors and student support services 

(Bound et al., 2012; Lovenheim et al., 2007). While there is no panacea for improving degree 

outcomes, studies suggest the value of advising and comprehensive college completion programs 

for improving degree completion (Dadgar et al., 2014; Holcombe & Kezar, 2020; Kezar & 

Holcombe, 2020a, 2020b; Tovar, 2015; Winograd et al., 2018). Two key examples of integrated 

college completion programs at CUNY are the Percy E. Sutton Search for Education, Elevation, 

and Knowledge (SEEK) Program and the Accelerated Studies in Associate Programs (ASAP).  

 College completion programs aggregate multiple student services that have proven to be 

effective in advancing academic outcomes. They are a form of integrated programs that simplify 

access to support services like advising, tutoring, mentoring, and financial aid. Comprehensive, 

integrated transition programs that connect coursework with co-curricular supports have shown 

promise in improving outcomes for students historically underrepresented in higher education 

(Holcombe & Kezar, 2020; Kezar & Holcombe, 2020a, 2020b). One study found that integrating 

summer bridge programs, which prepare academically underprepared students for college-level 
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coursework, with first-year experience programs and learning communities makes it easier for 

students to navigate their transition to college (Kezar & Holcombe, 2020a). Integrating multiple 

college services into a seamless program increases the likelihood that students will access the 

appropriate support needed along their college journey, leading to improved academic outcomes 

(Kezar & Holcombe, 2020b; Winograd et al., 2018). One of the key features of many college 

completion programs is a dedicated advisor who can help students navigate the college 

environment and coordinate access to tutoring, mentoring, or financial support. Increased access 

to advising and counseling-intensive supports influences students’ success and intent to persist 

(Tovar, 2015). It is likely that increased access to advising also positively influences time-to-

degree.  

 The Percy E. Sutton SEEK Program is one example of a college completion program. In 

the late 1960s, as enrollment in CUNY continued to grow, many poorer Black and Latine 

students were not being accepted because of restrictive admissions requirements. In 1964, a 

program called College Discovery launched at CUNY community colleges to show that with 

proper advisement and support services, students who were being excluded from CUNY because 

of tight admissions standards could succeed (Picciano & Jordan, 2017). The following year, 

SEEK launched as an equivalent program at the four-year colleges. SEEK provides students with 

financial support, access to tutoring, and socio-emotional support through counselors and peer 

mentors. SEEK opened CUNY to students who had been historically excluded from higher 

education (Francis et al., 1993). Sorrentino (2006) found that combining mentorship and tutoring 

increased students' academic progress when compared to tutoring alone or no additional support. 

These results point to the benefit of integrating services into one comprehensive college 

completion program (Butler, 1999). 
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Most of what is known about SEEK comes from outcomes data presented by CUNY 

(Todorova, 2019). The six-year baccalaureate graduation rate of SEEK students who begin at a 

four-year college has grown from 44.7% for the Fall 2009 cohort to 58.2% for the Fall 2013 

cohort (CUNY Office of Institutional Research & Assessment, 2020c).  Comparatively, the 

system baccalaureate graduation rate for all students at CUNY within those same cohorts was 

61.6% and 64%, respectively (CUNY Office of Institutional Research & Assessment, 2020b). 

The graduation rate of students who begin in College Discovery at a two-year college and then 

transfer into the SEEK program once they begin a baccalaureate program has also grown from 

5.2% to 7% from Fall 2009 to Fall 2013 (CUNY Office of Institutional Research & Assessment, 

2020a). It is not surprising that SEEK students graduate at a lower rate when compared to the 

entire CUNY population, given that many of them come from high schools that did not prepare 

them for the rigors of college (Picciano & Jordan, 2017). However, SEEK mitigates some of the 

social and financial challenges these students face and significantly contributes to student 

retention (Todorova, 2019; Winograd et al., 2018). In one study, students in the SEEK program 

reported receiving emotional, financial, and academic support within an environment that helps 

them feel at home (Todorova, 2019). These findings are consistent with the concept of sense of 

belonging, which has been shown to increase the likelihood of retention and degree completion 

(Strayhorn, 2012). Despite evidence of the influence of SEEK on educational outcomes, little is 

known about how participation in SEEK influences time-to-degree. One dissertation analysis 

found that participation in SEEK decreased time-to-graduation for Black and Hispanic students 

(Verley II, 2020), but it is not clear how participation in SEEK impacts first-year students and 

transfer students respectively.  
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 Another example of a college completion program is the Accelerated Study in Associate 

Program (ASAP). CUNY launched ASAP in 2007 to increase community college graduation 

rates by removing common barriers to degree completion. The services in ASAP consist of full-

time enrollment, block scheduling, learning communities, cohort models to increase student 

engagement, mandatory advising, free textbooks, tuition waivers, tutoring, required student 

success seminars, and a free MetroCard to travel the New York City public transit system 

(Picciano & Jordan, 2017). Participation in ASAP is significantly positively 

related to retention, credit accrual, transfer, and degree attainment (Kolenovic et al., 2013). The 

advising component, in particular, is most influential in predicting student outcomes. Evaluations 

of ASAP highlight the effect of linking student services and academic support for community 

college students. A random control trial study from MDRC, a nonprofit policy research center, 

found that students who had the opportunity to participate in ASAP had nearly double the three-

year graduation rate of control group students, at 40.1 percent versus 21.8 percent (Scrivener et 

al., 2015). The study also found that ASAP students had higher rates of enrollment every 

semester, higher rates of full-time enrollment, higher levels of total credit accumulation, and 

higher rates of transfer to four-year colleges.  

 Though ASAP is a program that exists only for associate’s degree-seeking students, 

evidence suggests that participation in ASAP can influence bachelor’s degree outcomes. ASAP 

increases students’ chances of graduating with an associate’s degree and transfer to a 

baccalaureate program (Scrivener et al., 2015). Following the success of ASAP, CUNY launched 

the Accelerate, Complete, Engage (ACE) program in 2015 at four-year colleges. ACE provides 

intensive academic advisement, career development, tuition scholarships, textbooks, and 

transportation assistance to students pursuing bachelor’s degrees (City University of New York, 
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n.d.-c). ACE currently operates at two CUNY senior colleges, and preliminary findings suggest 

positive correlations with program participation and persistence, GPA, and credit accumulation 

(City University of New York, 2021b). ASAP, however, is available at every CUNY community 

college and comprehensive college and has been more widely evaluated. While it is known that 

participation in ASAP predicts transfer to a bachelor’s degree program, it is not clear if there are 

any carry-over effects once students start at a four-year college. Does previous participation in 

ASAP benefit students at bachelor’s degree-granting institutions? More specifically, how might 

involvement in ASAP influence the length of time it takes students to earn a bachelor’s degree? 

Further investigation into college completion programs like SEEK and ASAP may shed new 

light on the mechanisms available to colleges and university systems to improve Latine degree 

outcomes.  

Academic Momentum 

In addition to college completion programs, a large and growing body of literature has 

investigated the relationship between academic momentum and degree outcomes. The theory 

underlying momentum is that the more students are engaged in the academic life of an 

institution, the more they interact with institutional agents, and the less time they have to focus 

on other aspects of their lives. The concept of academic momentum was first introduced by Cliff 

Adelman (1999, 2006) in an investigation of factors that contribute to degree completion for a 

nationally representative sample of college students. Adelman found that one of the biggest 

predictors of bachelor’s degree completion is whether or not students earned a significant 

number of credits in their first year of college. Adelman defined momentum broadly to also 

include precollegiate courses, transitioning immediately from high school, course load, and early 

academic achievement. Attewell and Monaghan (2016) extended Adelman’s initial work to 
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define academic momentum as “the speed of progress towards a degree resulting from the rate of 

credit accumulation” (p. 684).  It is important to note that some of their conceptualization of the 

underlying theory of academic momentum traces back to Tinto's academic and social integration 

theory, which has been critiqued for implying that students have to disassociate from their home 

cultures in order to succeed in college.  Research on academic and social integration has since 

been updated to underscore the value of social and academic interactions on campus rather than 

an implicit assumption that students need to disconnect from their home cultures. In his 2012 

work, Tinto notes the classroom as the primary driver of student connection to the institution, 

and while not a theoretical stance, several scholars have noted the value of increased academic 

interactions on degree completion (Cole & Griffin, 2013; Gonzalez, 2015; Tovar, 2015). Tinto's 

theory of integration is not what matters here, but instead, that research shows positive 

relationships between increased academic engagement and degree completion. Students do not 

need to separate themselves from their home culture to do well academically. Scholars such as 

Yosso (2005) and Museus (2014) note the value of the cultural wealth students bring to college 

and how that is used to navigate degree completion.  

Most bachelor’s degrees require the completion of at least 120 credits to graduate; 

students need to earn at least 30 credits each academic year to graduate within four years. 

Federal financial aid policies define full-time enrollment as 12 credits per semester, or 24 credits 

for the academic year. Mathematically speaking, pursuing a full-time courseload without 

enrolling in summer or winter courses extends students’ time-to-degree beyond four years. 

Advocates for academic momentum encourage enrolling in at least 15 credits each semester to 

increase “on-time” degree completion. One of the critiques of academic momentum is that the 

increased course load can harm students who need to work or those with weaker academic 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?L2iKqw
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?c55EbK
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tznkEE


KUNICKI - DISSERTATION PROPOSAL                           40 

backgrounds. An analysis of a nationally representative sample of college students, however, 

found that enrolling in 15 credits in semester one increases chances of graduation and shortens 

time-to-degree regardless of gender, race, and socioeconomic status (Complete College America, 

2013). While increased courseloads early on in an academic career have been shown to improve 

degree outcomes, there is a point at which the need to work clashes with students' ability to 

establish early momentum. In Attewell and Monaghan’s (2016) analysis, they found that taking 

15 credits rather than 12 in the first semester is particularly beneficial for Black and Hispanic 

students, first-generation college-goers, and students with lower levels of academic preparation. 

However, they found no evidence that students employed for 30 or more hours per week benefit 

from an increased course load.  

Research suggests the benefits of academic momentum for improving Latine bachelor’s 

degree outcomes, but most of the literature focuses on first-time-in-college students (Davidson & 

Blankenship, 2017). In addition, there is limited scholarship on how academic momentum 

operates at four-year institutions for transfer students compared to first-year students 

(Huntington-Klein & Gill, 2020). Much of the research also does not explicitly consider the 

impact of academic momentum on time-to-degree for Latine students. Clovis and Chang (2019)  

found that higher first-semester credits earned and first-semester GPA are associated with higher 

rates of associate’s and bachelor’s degree completion for students beginning college at two-year 

institutions. In addition, they found that race/ethnicity was no longer a significant predictor of 

degree attainment once academic momentum was added into their statistical model. Their 

findings suggest the promise of academic momentum of improving degree outcomes for Latine 

students who transfer to a four-year college, but their research is limited to students’ first year at 

a community college.  
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There is a dearth of research on the impact of academic momentum on transfer students 

at four-year institutions. Zhang (2019) addressed this gap by investigating how early academic 

momentum and students’ sociodemographic characteristics impact transfer student’s degree 

attainment in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields of study at four-

year colleges. Zhang found that gender, age, family income, and early academic performance at 

the four-year college were significantly related to obtaining a degree. Their study demonstrates 

that early academic experiences post-transfer are important predictors of bachelor’s degree 

attainment. The number of credit hours that transfer students attempt in their first semester at a 

four-year college significantly predicts degree attainment, but it is unclear how academic 

momentum impacts time-to-degree. It is also unclear if Zhang’s findings are generalizable 

beyond the one four-year institution used in their analysis or if the findings are consistent for 

non-STEM degree-seeking students.  

Much of the research on academic momentum underscores the relationship between early 

academic performance and degree completion (Attewell & Monaghan, 2016; Clovis & Chang, 

2019).  However, few studies have investigated the relationship between academic momentum 

and time-to-degree (Belfield et al., 2016; Volkwein & Lorang, 1996). Using data from a four-

year college in California, Huntington-Klein & Gill (2020) confirmed that increased course-load 

improves time-to-degree. Their investigation focused on first-time first-year students and found 

no evidence that taking additional credits harms academic performance. In other words, taking 

additional credits shortens students’ time-to-degree and does not lower their GPAs. Their study 

looked at increased course load across a student’s journey at a four-year college. They found that 

students taking an additional class each term take on average 1.1 fewer years to graduate 

(Huntington-Klein & Gill, 2020). These findings suggest the benefit of colleges encouraging 
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students to enroll in 15 credits each term instead of the 12 credits required to maintain full-time 

enrollment. While their findings looked at increased course load across a student’s journey, they 

suggest a positive relationship between early academic momentum and shorter time-to-degree 

for first-year students. However, what is not yet clear is how academic momentum impacts time-

to-degree for transfer students once they arrive at a four-year institution. Huntington-Klein and 

Gill (2020) recommend an analysis comparing the effects of course load for transfer students 

instead of first-year students. This dissertation attempts to address this gap in the literature. It is 

likely that taking more credits and having a higher GPA earlier on in a bachelor’s degree career 

will shorten the amount of time it takes a student to earn their degree regardless if they begin as a 

transfer student or first year student. Further analysis is needed to confirm this hypothesis.  

Demographic Considerations 

Incorporating both first-year and transfer students into an analysis of Latine degree 

outcomes provides a broader picture of the potential policy levers available to colleges to 

improve overall Latine bachelor’s degree completion. In addition to considering these distinct 

educational trajectories, research must also consider demographic differences within the Latine 

community. Núñez (2014) contends that it is becoming increasingly important for higher 

education scholars to pay attention to differences in college access and success among Latines 

based on several social identity categories and how varied social contexts impact access and 

success. LatCrit provides a lens through which researchers can investigate the intersections of 

gender, citizenship, language, and class (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001; Villalpando, 2003). Given 

the theoretical framework, these particular social identities and their impact on educational 

outcomes will receive attention here. First, Latina women are more likely to earn a degree than 

Latino men (Covarrubias, 2011; Núñez & Kim, 2012). Second, Latines represent most of the 
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undocumented population estimated to be enrolled in higher education in the United States (New 

American Economy et al., 2021). Many Latines also have a direct connection to immigration as 

second-generation Americans or documented immigrants (M. M. Suárez-Orozco & Suarez-

Orozco, 2008). Third, Latines tend to share certain cultural orientations. These include (a) strong 

family ties; (b) an emphasis on familial and social relations through respect, trust, and moral 

education; (c) an emphasis on religious faith and spirituality; and (d) a view of the Spanish 

language as a critical part of their heritage (Núñez et al., 2013). Many Latines are multilingual 

and have access to a level of linguistic capital (Yosso, 2005) that can serve as a benefit along 

their educational journeys.  Finally, socioeconomic status is correlated with degree completion 

and time-to-degree (Zarifa et al., 2018). Low-income students tend to take longer to graduate 

than students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds. These demographic considerations 

present a more nuanced depiction of Latine bachelor’s degree outcomes.  

Gender 

Nationally, men trail women in higher education outcomes; the trend is consistent across 

racial and ethnic groups (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 

2019b). Latino male representation in college is lower than Latina females. In Fall 2016, Latino 

males represented 42% of Latino undergraduates, and Latina females represented 58% (1.34 

million vs. 1.82 million) (Excelencia in Education, 2019). Latinas also earn degrees at higher 

rates than Latino men. For example, in 2019, the national Latina associate’s degree attainment 

rate was nine percentage points higher than Latino males,’ and the national Latina bachelor’s 

degree attainment rate was five percentage points higher (Hussar et al., 2020). Across all racial 

and ethnic groups, females outperform males in bachelor’s degree completion. Research 

demonstrates that there are institutional practices that advantage Latinas more than Latinos and 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?zD9L1Y
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?zD9L1Y
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5UDr1w
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5UDr1w
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?qntIOP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Jcsycw
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fnXcRY
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ysQhRt
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ysQhRt
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ovtMB2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?glIV9A


KUNICKI - DISSERTATION PROPOSAL                           44 

vice versa (Abrica & Martinez, 2016; Aragon, 2018; Crisp et al., 2015; Estrada & Jimenez, 2018; 

Pérez II & Sáenz, 2017; Rodríguez & Oseguera, 2015; Saenz et al., 2016; Villaseñor et al., 

2013). These findings underscore that the conduits to degree completion vary for Latinas and 

Latinos, pointing to the need for an intersectional approach to studying degree outcomes.  

Nationally, men and women have similar average number of enrolled and elapsed time at 

a four-year institution before earning a degree (Shapiro et al., 2016). However, given Latina 

women’s higher rate of degree attainment, the difficulties males experience in terms of 

educational attainment (Zarifa et al., 2018), and calls for intervention to improve degree 

outcomes for men of color (Brooms et al., 2018; Saenz et al., 2016), more must be known about 

how time-to-degree operates for Latino men compared to Latina women. In addition, it is 

important to recognize that males and females represent only two gender identities and do not 

account for the full spectrum of experiences within the Latine community. However, further 

investigation into the experiences of men and women can shed some light on ways institutions 

can improve Latine degree outcomes.  

Citizenship 

Citizenship and immigration status shape and constrain students’ educational trajectories. 

Scholars have recommended including immigration status as a dimension when researching 

postsecondary outcomes (Ballerini & Feldblum, 2021). Students with temporary immigration 

status report a higher fear of deportation for themselves, fear of family members being deported, 

psychological distress, and higher self-esteem than those with stable status (Alif et al., 2020). 

These feelings can negatively impact students’ educational experiences. Citizenship bestows a 

layer of protected status that is linked to positive educational outcomes. For example, Bean et al. 

(2011) found that each legal status transition (e.g., from undocumented to legal noncitizen and 
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from legal noncitizen to naturalized citizen) generates an educational premium for the children of 

Mexican immigrants, with citizenship conferring the greatest educational benefits. Whether or 

not a student has citizenship is vital to examine in light of considerations such as “environmental 

pull” for completing college owing to financial capital, the need to work, the need to remain at 

home, and the need to support family members (Nora & Crisp, 2009). Compared to students with 

legal status, McWhirter and colleagues (2013) discovered that undocumented students had lower 

vocational expectations and predicted greater impediments to continuing higher education.  

Other studies on undocumented students have pointed to their resilience in accessing 

resources to complete higher education (Borjian, 2018; Huber, 2009; Yasuike, 2019). In one 

study using CUNY data, researchers found that undocumented students significantly outperform 

their citizen peers and perform as well as their peers with legal permanent resident status (Hsin & 

Reed, 2020). The authors found different outcomes for students who began at a community 

college compared to students who started at a four-year college. Undocumented students 

significantly outperform their citizen peers in terms of college GPA and graduation rates. 

However, after controlling for high school GPA, birth country, and socioeconomic status, 

undocumented students outperform their peers with legal status at community colleges but 

underperform their peers with legal status at four-year colleges (Hsin & Reed, 2020). These 

findings suggest a potential differing impact of citizenship status on first-year students compared 

to transfer students. Citizenship status is known to impact academic outcomes, but it is not clear 

how citizenship status affects how long it takes students to complete their degrees.   

Language 

Communicating in English, Spanish, or both languages represents an important element 

of ethnic expression and identity for Latine students (Taylor et al., 2012). Communicating in and 
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being exposed to multiple languages carries cognitive benefits (Fan et al., 2015). Furthermore, 

research indicates that Latine bachelor’s degree completion is influenced by primary language at 

home (Carales, 2020). The number of Latine English-Language Learners (ELLs) enrolling in 

higher education continues to grow (Flores & Park, 2013; Medina & Posadas, 2012; Zarate & 

Burciaga, 2010), but not much is known about how language ability, more specifically 

multilinguality, contributes to Latine educational outcomes.  Studies suggest that taking English 

as a Second Language courses delays graduation (Giesey & Manhire, 2003). Many ELLs must 

improve their English language skills before enrolling in courses that count towards a degree 

(Crisp & Nora, 2010; C. Suárez-Orozco et al., 2019). Scholars have theorized that students of 

color acquire linguistic capital from their home communities that help them navigate educational 

institutions (Yosso, 2005). Carales (2020) found that students who indicated that English was the 

primary language spoken in the home were more likely to complete a bachelor’s degree. Carales 

also found that students who grew up speaking Spanish or another language were more likely to 

persist towards graduation. These findings suggest a positive relationship between being 

multilingual and degree outcomes. However, to date, research has not considered the relationship 

between language and time-to-degree. 

Socioeconomic Status 

Socioeconomic status influences postsecondary access, retention, transfer, and 

completion (Diemer & Li, 2012; Doren & Grodsky, 2016; Goldrick-Rab, 2006; Goldrick-Rab & 

Pfeffer, 2009; Hamilton, 2013, p. 201; Mendoza, 2012). Socioeconomic status is predictive of 

educational outcomes (Carales, 2020) and has been shown to be more predictive than race, 

particularly for Latine students (Battle & Pastrana, 2007). Students from lower socioeconomic 

backgrounds likely have to work to pay for college and cover living expenses. Social class has 
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also been shown to impact student engagement in college. Students from higher-income 

backgrounds are more likely to interact with their professors outside of class, which leads to 

better academic outcomes (Jack, 2016). Few studies have considered how socioeconomic status 

influences the length of time it takes to complete a degree. Some scholars have found that 

students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds take longer to earn their degrees  (Bound et al., 

2012; Zarifa et al., 2018). Socioeconomic status plays a crucial role in time-to-degree for 

students attending urban, public universities (Mccormack et al., 2014). Some research suggests 

the possibilities of financial aid programs to help improve time-to-degree (DesJardins et al., 

2002; Mabel, 2020). Despite the availability of aid programs nationwide, students from lower-

income families have experienced the most significant increase in time-to-bachelor’s-degree, 

especially those who start in two-year colleges and those who start in less-selective public four-

year colleges (Bound et al., 2012). While it is known that socioeconomic status influences time-

to-degree, it is not yet clear how socioeconomic status operates for Latine students explicitly. It 

is also unclear how socioeconomic status influences timely degree completion when considered 

with other social identities and contexts. 

Contribution to the Field 

Scholars have called for a multidimensional analysis of student success (Núñez, 2014; 

Perna & Thomas, 2008). From a theoretical standpoint, this dissertation is grounded in the Anti-

Deficit Achievement Framework to amplify promising practices and LatCrit to ground the 

analysis in the unique power structures that undergird Latine student’s pathway towards a 

degree. In addition, intersectionality is employed as a mid-level theoretical lens to investigate 

how various social identities and sociocultural contexts impact degree outcomes. Specifically, 

this dissertation will analyze a CUNY dataset to understand the relative impact of college 
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completion programs, academic momentum, and demographic characteristics on time-to-

bachelor’s-degree for Latine students. Furthermore, this dissertation will consider the unique 

path to degree employed by Latine transfer students and first-year students at bachelor’s degree-

granting institutions.  

Current research highlights the positive influence of college completion programs and 

academic momentum on degree outcomes. The literature also notes how various social identities 

shape students’ paths to a degree. What is not yet clear is how all of these factors, when 

considered together, influence the length of time it takes students to complete a bachelor’s 

degree. Furthermore, it is unknown how these factors influence the pathways for transfer 

students compared to first-year students. While there is growing research on Latine educational 

outcomes, few scholars have explicitly taken up the topic of time-to-degree for Latines. The 

Latine community is not monolithic; various social identity categories and social contexts impact 

college access and success (Núñez, 2014). There is a need for an intersectional approach to 

uncover the various systems of power that constrain or elevate what is possible along a student’s 

college journey.   

This dissertation will yield new insights into how college completion programs, academic 

momentum, and various social identities influence time-to-degree for Latine students at four-year 

colleges. The findings will yield new theoretical perspectives on how these factors interact to 

shape time-to-degree. The results will also carry policy implications at the college and university 

system level and inform potential policy at the societal level (Perna & Thomas, 2008). This 

dissertation will extend the knowledge base on achievers and advance the dialogue on studying 

students of color from an anti-deficit lens.  Ultimately, the findings will highlight potential 

mechanisms to shorten time-to-degree for Latine students from various social identity groups. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?v7lQ4E
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KUNICKI - DISSERTATION PROPOSAL                           49 

The more known about conduits and barriers to time-to-degree, the more university 

administrators and policymakers can implement programs to help even more Latine students 

access the benefits of a bachelor’s degree.   

Methodology 

This section describes the methods used for this study. The section begins with an 

introduction to the dataset, the variables under investigation, and the processes used to prepare 

the dataset for evaluation. Next, it will describe the analytical plan, including defining the 

independent variables and summarizing the statistical tests performed. Finally, the section 

presents a logic model and the hierarchical regression models used to investigate time-to-

bachelor’s-degree for Latine students at the City University of New York.  

Procedure  

The data for this analysis come from the City University of New York Office of 

Institutional Research and Assessment Policy Tracking Cohort (PTC) dataset. The CUNY Office 

of Institutional Research & Assessment maintains a research and reporting data warehouse used 

to prepare reports on student performance and progress through college. The warehouse captures 

snapshots of data from multiple sources at several points throughout an academic year, organized 

primarily by academic term (Fall and Spring). Frozen data snapshots are taken from operational 

and transactional systems, such as the Student Information System, CUNYfirst, at two points 

during an academic term. The first snapshot captures data when students are about 20% of their 

way through classes at the beginning of a term. The second snapshot captures data at the end of a 

term once grades are submitted. The data are organized, cleaned, and set up in tables for analyses 

in the CUNY Institutional Research Database (IRDB).  
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The central Office of Institutional Research and Assessment of the City University of 

New York manages the IRDB. The Institutional Research Database (IRDB) is a warehouse of 

CUNY’s official student data that combines information from all colleges in a single relational 

database (City University of New York, n.d.-b). The purpose of using this specific dataset is 

because it captures information from multiple college campuses and various points in time. The 

broader sample allows for a multi-institutional analysis. The multiple data capture time points 

allow for exploration of variation in educational outcomes based on student performance at the 

beginning of a semester compared to the end of a term. In addition to various data points on 

student performance, the IRDB also captures student demographic variables and student 

participation in support programs. The Policy Tracking Cohort, the dataset used for this analysis, 

contains deidentified student record data from the IRDB. The variables in this dataset allow for 

multi-level analysis of Latine student educational outcomes. This dissertation analyzes and 

interprets specific variables that impact bachelor’s degree outcomes for transfer and first-year 

students at four-year colleges.   

Analytical Plan 

This section describes the variables, domains, and key concepts selected for this study. 

First, the dependent variable (time-to-bachelor’s-degree) is defined. Second, the college 

completion programs domain is defined and the specific programs considered in this analysis. 

Then, the academic momentum domain is defined along with the fundamental indicators of early 

academic progress. Next, the demographics domain is defined, including variables for gender, 

citizenship, language, and socioeconomic status. A complete listing of variables used for this 

analysis can be found in Appendix E. Finally, this chapter concludes by explaining the rationale 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?84bPZW
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for the statistical analyses used, the tables created, the research model, and the models used in 

each statistical analysis.  Figure 2 depicts the logic model for this analysis.  

Figure 2 

Logic Model 

 

 
 
Dependent Variable: Time-to-Bachelor’s-Degree 

The dependent variable in this analysis is time-to-bachelor’s-degree; the variable 

measures the number of years from a student’s admission to a four-year college until graduation 

with a bachelor’s degree. As an integrated system, CUNY offers opportunities for students to 

take classes for credit at multiple institutions. In addition, all credits taken at one CUNY 

institution can transfer to another. As a result, some students experience an enrollment swirl; 

they may start their collegiate journey at a CUNY community college, transfer to a four-year 

college, and transfer again to another CUNY institution before completing their degree. For this 

analysis, time-to-bachelor’s-degree will be measured based on the time the student was admitted 
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to the institution where they earned their bachelor’s degree. Earning a bachelor’s degree carries 

significant economic and personal benefits. However, the path to earning a bachelor’s degree 

varies for students who start as transfer students compared to students who start as first-year 

students. This analysis will investigate this variation by splitting the sample between transfer and 

first-year students.  

Time-to-bachelor’s degree is the difference between students’ month and year when they 

earned their bachelor’s degree and the month and year they first enrolled at the institution where 

they earned their bachelor’s degree. The variable BA_DATE in the Policy Tracking Cohort 

(PTC) displays three possible graduation dates for each year: February 1st, June 1st, or 

September 1st. February corresponds to a Spring semester graduation, June to a summer term 

graduation, and September to a Fall semester graduation. The data in the PTC are organized 

mainly by semester. Students’ first term in CUNY is coded Semester 01, and they are followed 

through Semester 20. Each grouping of semester-bound variables contains a variable for 

COLLEGE_ID, which indicates the college where the student was enrolled. Additionally, a 

series of dummy variables (GRAD_SEM01 through GRAD_SEM20) track the semester in 

which a student graduated.  

For this analysis, the latest instance of a student’s graduation from CUNY will be treated 

as the semester they earned their bachelor’s degree. The semester they received their bachelor’s 

degree will then be matched to their COLLEGE_ID in that same semester to determine the 

institution from which they earned their degree. So, for example, if a student graduated in 

Semester 18, their COLLEGE_ID_SEM18 (College ID in semester 18) is the institution from 

which they earned their bachelor’s degree. For cases without a COLLEGE_ID on file for the 

semester they graduated, the COLLEGE_ID from the previous semester will be chosen. 
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Independent Variables  

 Again, this dissertation is particularly interested in the relative impact of college 

completion programs, academic momentum, and key demographics on how long it takes Latine 

students to earn a bachelor’s degree. Furthermore, this analysis considers each of these domains’ 

impact on time-to-bachelor’s-degree for first-year students and transfer students separately. The 

following section presents the variables used to operationalize each domain, in addition to a brief 

discussion of the relevant literature to justify their inclusion, and a prediction of whether that 

particular variable will serve as a conduit or barrier to time-to-bachelor’s-degree for Latine 

students.  

College Completion Programs Domain 

The College Completion Programs domain measures participation in two programs that 

provide students with wraparound services. This domain includes two variables: SEEK Status 

and ASAP Status.  

 SEEK Status is a dummy variable where those in SEEK or College Discovery (CD) are 

coded one, and non-SEEK/CD students are coded zero. College Discovery and SEEK provide 

comprehensive academic, financial, and social support to assist capable students who otherwise 

might not attend college due to their educational and financial circumstances (City University of 

New York, n.d.-d). The Policy Tracking Cohort contains a dummy variable, SEEK, to measure 

student participation in SEEK or College Discovery. Previous research has highlighted the 

positive impact college completion programs like SEEK have on educational outcomes (Francis 

et al., 1993; Sorrentino, 2006; Todorova, 2019). However, there is a dearth of research that 

considers how participation in SEEK influences time-to-degree. SEEK offers comprehensive 

support services like advising, tutoring, and financial aid, which have been shown to influence 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?f49tOG
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time-to-degree positively; participation in SEEK likely shortens the length of time it takes 

students to earn a bachelor’s degree.  

ASAP Status is a dummy variable where students who were ever in the Accelerated Study 

in Associate Program (ASAP) are coded one; non-ASAP students are coded zero.  ASAP is a 

comprehensive support program for students pursuing associate’s degrees. The program is 

available to students at six community colleges and three comprehensive colleges. ASAP 

provides students with the academic, social, and financial support to help them graduate with an 

associate degree in no more than three years (City University of New York, n.d.-a). Within the 

Policy Tracking Cohort, participation in ASAP is tracked using the variable 

OTHER_SPECIAL_PROG_CODE (other special program code). ASAP Status is a latent 

variable based on “other special program code” to isolate participation in ASAP from 

participation in other special programs offered at CUNY. Several studies have demonstrated the 

efficacy of the ASAP program in improving associate’s degree outcomes and predicting transfer 

to a baccalaureate program (Kolenovic et al., 2013; Scrivener et al., 2015; Strumbos et al., 2018). 

However, it is unclear if participation in ASAP has carry-over effects once students begin 

pursuing a bachelor’s degree. Since ASAP students are more likely to have earned an associate’s 

degree (Scrivener et al., 2015), they are likely to begin a bachelor’s degree with upwards of 60 

credits completed.  

Additionally, ASAP students likely benefit from the two years of intensive advising 

received at the community college level. Advisors help students navigate the intricacies of 

college, coach students through approaching coursework and provide guidance on career goals. 

Students can translate these skill sets to new institutional settings. Given what is known about the 

value of ASAP and advising in general, participation in ASAP is likely to reduce time-to-degree. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lmpNJ7
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Academic Momentum  

The Academic Momentum domain contains indicators of student performance in their 

first semester and first year at the college where they received their bachelor’s degree. Latent 

variables were created to measure early academic progress. This domain includes nine variables: 

Enrolled Full-Time in Semester 1, Attempted 15+ Credits in Semester 1, Earned 15+ Credits in 

Semester 1, Attempted 30+ Credits in Year 1, Earned 30+ Credits in Year 1, Earned 24+ Credits 

in Year 1, Percent of Credits Earned in Year 1, Earned at Least 80% of Credits Attempted in 

Year 1, and Year 1 GPA.  

Enrolled Full-Time in Semester 1 is a dummy variable that measures if a student 

attempted 12 or more credits in their first semester. Much of the literature concerning academic 

momentum underscores the benefits of enrolling in 15 credits instead of just the 12 credits 

needed for full-time enrollment (Attewell et al., 2012; Attewell & Monaghan, 2016; Huntington-

Klein & Gill, 2020). However, enrolling in at least 12 credits shortens time-to-degree compared 

to part-time enrollment (Giesey & Manhire, 2003). Thus, likely, full-time enrollment in a 

student’s first semester at a bachelor’s degree-granting institution will shorten their overall time-

to-degree.  

Attempted 15+ Credits in Semester 1 is a dummy variable that measures if a student 

enrolled in at least 15 credits in their first term. Enrolling in 15 credits early on in an academic 

career is the central premise underlying the theory of academic momentum (Attewell et al., 2012; 

Attewell & Monaghan, 2016; Belfield et al., 2016). While research has not considered the impact 

of academic momentum on transfer students (Davidson & Blankenship, 2017; Huntington-Klein 

& Gill, 2020), attempting 15 credits will likely benefit both first-year and transfer students.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?H0f7cB
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Earned 15+ Credits in Semester 1 captures if students earned at least 15 credits in their 

first term. While it is clear from the literature that 15 credits lead to improved academic 

outcomes, scholars have not yet considered how attempting 15 credits compared to earning 15 

credits impacts degree outcomes. Earning 15 credits in the first semester will likely shorten time-

to-degree more than attempting 15 credits. Comparing credits attempted to credits earned may 

inform how colleges schedule students in their first semester and the support services offered to 

help students complete their coursework.  

Attempted 30+ Credits in Year 1 is a dummy variable that measures when students’ 

credits attempted in semester one, added to credits attempted in semester two are greater than or 

equal to 30. For this analysis, Year 1 will be measured based on Fall and Spring semesters. This 

variable extends the analysis of momentum beyond a student’s first semester. Research suggests 

that early momentum across the first year is associated with higher rates of bachelor’s degree 

completion (Clovis & Chang, 2019), particularly for students who begin at a community college 

and later transfer. Research has not yet considered the impact of early momentum for both 

transfer students and first-year students at four-year colleges. However, it is likely that 

attempting at least 30 credits during the first year of enrollment at a four-year college will 

shorten students’ time-to-degree.  

Earned 30+ Credits in Year 1 is a dummy variable that measures if a student earned at 

least 30 credits between semester one and semester two. Similar to above, investigating the 

impact of earning 30 credits versus attempting 30 credits in the first year may shed light on 

course scheduling policies for four-year colleges.  

Earned 24+ Credits in Year 1 is a dummy variable that measures if students earned at 

least 24 credits in their first year at a four-year college. Enrolling in 15 credits each semester 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?eEmfL8
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shortens time-to-degree (Huntington-Klein & Gill, 2020). However, some students cannot enroll 

in an increased course load if they have to work while attending college. For example, students 

who work 30 or more hours per week do not benefit from an increased course load (Attewell & 

Monaghan, 2016). In addition, some students may only enroll for 12 credits each term to 

maintain full-time status and remain eligible for financial aid. This variable investigates the 

impact of enrolling full-time across a students’ first two semesters on time-to-degree. The 

findings from this analysis can shed light on the impact of earning 24 credits compared to 30 

credits on time-to-degree. Earning at least 24 credits in year one will likely shorten students’ 

time-to-degree but will have less impact than earning 30 credits in the first year.   

Percent of Credits Earned in Year 1 is a continuous variable that calculates students’ rate 

of credit accumulation in their first year. The variable measures the percent of credits earned 

versus credits attempted in semesters one and two. Adelman (1999, 2006) found that one of the 

biggest predictors of bachelor’s degree attainment is whether or not a student earns a significant 

number of college credits during the first year of college. It is not yet clear if this mechanism 

operates similarly for transfer students in their first year at a four-year college (Huntington-Klein 

& Gill, 2020). Students may not complete all of their coursework due to failing or withdrawing 

from a class. Both of these grades impede momentum and lengthen their time-to-degree. Likely, 

the percentage of credits earned in year one is negatively correlated with time-to-degree. In other 

words, students who complete more of their coursework in their first year will have a shorter 

time-to-degree.  

Earned at Least 80% of Credits Attempted in Year 1 is a dummy variable that flags 

students who completed most of the credits attempted in semesters one and two.  Since 

completing more courses likely signals shorter time-to-degree, students who complete less than 
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80% of credits attempted will likely take longer to graduate. The impact of completing most of 

the courses attempted might signal to universities the need to intervene for students who earn 

less than 80% of what they attempt in their first year through advising, tutoring, or credit 

recovery strategies.  

Year 1 GPA represents students’ academic standing at the end of their first year. The 

variable measures students’ cumulative GPA at the end of their second semester. Much of the 

research on academic momentum underscores the relationship between early academic 

performance and degree completion (Attewell & Monaghan, 2016; Clovis & Chang, 2019). 

Grade point average is one of the more predictive variables regarding graduation and time-to-

degree (Yue & Fu, 2017). Though research on GPA and time-to-degree has been limited to first-

year students, higher first-year GPAs are likely to signal a shorter time-to-degree for first-year 

and transfer students.  

Demographic 

The Demographic domain consists of indicators of students’ gender, citizenship, 

language, and socio-economic status. There are twelve variables in this domain: Female, 

Citizenship, Undocumented, US Citizen or Permanent Resident, Visa Holder, Language of 

Comfort, Language of Comfort is English Only, Multilingual, Language of Comfort is Language 

Other than English, Economic Disadvantage Flag, Pell Flag, and TAP Flag.  

Female is a dummy variable that codes females as one and males as zero. Men and 

women have similar time-to-degree at four-year institutions (Shapiro et al., 2016), but there is a 

dearth of research on how time-to-degree operates for Latine students explicitly. Nationally, 

Latina women earn more degrees than Latino men (Hussar et al., 2020). Given the higher rate of 

degree attainment among Latina women, the challenges males face in terms of educational 
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attainment (Zarifa et al., 2018), and calls for intervention to improve degree outcomes for men of 

color (Brooms et al., 2018; Saenz et al., 2016), more needs to be learned about how time-to-

degree works for Latino men compared to Latina women. Based on what is known about Latina 

women’s degree outcomes, it is likely that Latina women have a shorter time-to-degree.  

Citizenship is a recode of the nominal level variable CITIZENSHIP_DESC (citizenship 

description) in the Policy Tracking Cohort into three categories where U.S. citizens and 

permanent residents are coded one; those who are undocumented are coded two; and those with a 

visa or other immigration status are coded three. Research demonstrates correlations between 

citizenship status and several indicators of educational outcomes, including access to financial 

resources (Ballerini & Feldblum, 2021), psychological distress (Alif et al., 2020), and 

educational expectations (McWhirter et al., 2013). Several scholars have called for integrating 

immigration status into analyses of Latine educational outcomes (Ballerini & Feldblum, 2021; 

Núñez, 2014), yet research has not yet considered how citizenship or immigration status 

influences time-to-degree. Research suggests that various immigration statuses influence 

academic outcomes (Bean et al., 2011; Hsin & Reed, 2020), so it is likely that there will be 

variance in time-to-degree between those who are undocumented, are US citizens or permanent 

residents, and those with a visa.   

Undocumented is a dummy variable where those listed as undocumented on the variable 

CITIZENSHIP_DESC are coded one, and all others are coded zero. Undocumented immigrants 

are more likely to face the fear of deportation and psychological distress (Alif et al., 2020). 

However, undocumented students have demonstrated higher self-esteem (Alif et al., 2020) and 

an ability to tap into social networks to access resources that help them achieve positive 

educational outcomes (Borjian, 2018; Huber, 2009; Yasuike, 2019). Undocumented students 
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tend to have lower vocational expectations than their peers and expect to face more challenges 

navigating higher education (McWhirter et al., 2013). Nevertheless, studies have shown that 

undocumented students who enroll in college are more academically prepared than their peers 

with legal status (Hsin & Reed, 2020). Research suggests variation in outcomes between 

undocumented students enrolled at a four-year institution and those who start at a two-year 

college (Hsin & Reed, 2020). It is possible that being undocumented will shape time-to-degree 

differently for those students who begin as first-year students compared to those who manage to 

transfer before continuing with their collegiate studies. However, undocumented status is likely 

to lengthen time-to-degree for both populations.  

US Citizen or Permanent Resident is a dummy variable where those listed as U.S. 

citizens or permanent residents on the variable CITIZENSHIP_DESC are coded one, and all 

others are coded zero. Prior studies demonstrate that citizenship bestows a protected status upon 

immigrant families that carries educational benefits (Bean et al., 2011). Citizens and permanent 

residents have access to federal and state financial aid programs, which can help offset the cost 

of college. Even after controlling for socioeconomic factors, there is considerable variation in 

educational attainment associated with citizenship status (Patler, 2018). Thus, citizenship or 

permanent resident status will likely serve as a conduit to degree completion and reduce overall 

time-to-degree.  

Visa Holder is a dummy variable where those listed as having a visa or other immigration 

status on the variable CITIZENSHIP_DESC are coded one, and all others are coded zero. 

Students on a visa have protected immigration status; these students are less likely to face the 

same psychological distress or challenges encountered by undocumented students (Alif et al., 

2020). There is a dearth of research on time-to-degree for students on a visa, but given what is 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HIcth8
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?BbN4eA
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?nrEsD6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Py7Q7N
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vCsErn
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?96lfIf
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?96lfIf
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known about correlations between citizenship and academic outcomes, it is likely that visa 

holders will have similar outcomes as other students with protected legal status (Bean et al., 

2011) 

Language of Comfort measures students’ language ability and is derived from the 

LANGUAGE_OF_COMFORT_DESC (language of comfort description) within the Policy 

Tracking Cohort dataset. The variable identifies whether a student’s language of comfort is 

English only, English and another language, or a language other than English. Those students 

comfortable with English only are coded one; those equally comfortable with English and 

another language are coded two; those comfortable with a language other than English are coded 

three. Bachelor’s degree completion is correlated with primary language spoken at home 

(Carales, 2020). Enrolling in English as a New Language classes delays time-to-degree (Giesey 

& Manhire, 2003). However, being multilingual carries cognitive (Flores & Park, 2013) and 

social benefits (Carales, 2020; Yosso, 2005) that positively influence educational outcomes. 

However, to date, research has not considered the relationship between language and time-to-

degree. Given what is known, there will likely be variance in time-to-degree based on language 

ability.    

Language of Comfort is English Only is a dummy variable where those whose language 

of comfort is English are coded one, and all others are coded zero. Since English is the primary 

language of American higher education, being most comfortable with English will likely serve as 

a conduit to timely degree completion.  

Multilingual is a dummy variable where those equally comfortable with English and 

another language are coded one. Those comfortable with just one language are coded zero. 

Students who can communicate in multiple languages or styles possess linguistic capital, which 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?O8mxr2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?O8mxr2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?g23PS3
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?RCY7mJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?RCY7mJ
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https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8yBz6m
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has been theorized to serve as an asset that helps students complete their education (Denton et 

al., 2020; Yosso, 2005). For example, scholars have confirmed that students who grew up 

speaking Spanish or another language were more likely to persist towards graduation (Carales, 

2020). In addition, a facility with multiple languages is likely to shorten the time it takes students 

to complete a degree.  

Language of Comfort is Language Other than English is a dummy variable where those 

whose language of comfort is a language other than English are coded one, and all others are 

coded zero. Many English Language Learners must first improve their English language skills 

before enrolling in courses that apply towards their degree (Crisp & Nora, 2010; C. Suárez-

Orozco et al., 2019), which can delay their graduation. Being most comfortable with a language 

other than English will likely lengthen the time it takes students to complete a bachelor’s degree.  

Economic Disadvantage Flag is a measure of socioeconomic status. The variable 

identifies students within the dataset who, based on household size and household income, 

experience economic disadvantage.  Numerous scholars have demonstrated the link between 

socioeconomic status and postsecondary attainment (Diemer & Li, 2012; Doren & Grodsky, 

2016; Goldrick-Rab, 2006; Goldrick-Rab & Pfeffer, 2009; Hamilton, 2013, p. 201; Mendoza, 

2012). Several have also confirmed that students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds take 

longer to complete their degrees (Bound et al., 2012; Mccormack et al., 2014). Though it is not 

yet clear how socioeconomic status operates for Latine students explicitly regarding time-to-

degree, experiencing economic disadvantage will likely increase time-to-degree, particularly 

since socioeconomic status is more predictive than race when it comes to educational outcomes 

(Battle & Pastrana, 2007).  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZmRUom
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZmRUom
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZCjDJX
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Pell Flag is also a measure of socioeconomic status. This variable identifies those 

students who received a federal Pell grant. Federal Pell Grants are awarded to students who have 

exceptional financial need. Students from low-income backgrounds take longer to complete their 

degrees (Bound et al., 2012; Zarifa et al., 2018), but research suggests the potential for financial 

aid programs to reduce time-to-degree. Students who receive Pell have up to six years of full-

time equivalent enrollment of eligibility. Thus, while receiving Pell may be a marker of lower 

socioeconomic status, the aid eligibility window may push students to complete their degrees 

sooner (Mabel, 2020).  

TAP Flag identifies students who received the New York State Tuition Assistance 

Program (TAP) grant; available to students and families who make up to $80,000 in New York 

State Taxable Income (NYS Higher Education Services Corporation, n.d.). This variable is both 

a measure of socioeconomic status and a state aid program.  Students can receive TAP for up to 

eight semesters, or four years, unless they are in the SEEK program; SEEK students can receive 

TAP for up to five years. Research suggests the value of state-based grants in reducing time-to-

degree (DesJardins et al., 2002) and the effect of lifetime eligibility limits (Mabel, 2020). While 

lower socioeconomic status signals a longer path to a degree, receiving TAP may shorten the 

time to graduation.  

Statistical Methods 

Given what is currently known about the concepts above and the hypotheses presented, 

the following statistical methods will be used to determine the relative impact of college 

completion programs, academic momentum, and key demographic variables on time-to-

bachelor’s-degree.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8i8BYL
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xFn90W
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T-Tests 

T-tests will be used to determine if there is a significant difference between the means 

between several groups by participation in college completion programs, academic momentum 

indicators, and demographic differences.  

ANOVAs 

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) will be used to determine whether there are 

statistically significant differences between three or more groups and the dependent variable. 

ANOVAs will reveal the relationship between the nominal-level categorical variables in the 

demographic domain and the dependent variable. More specifically, ANOVAs will be used to 

investigate the variance in time-to-degree based on Citizenship and Language of Comfort.   

Pearson’s Correlation 

Pearson’s Correlation will be used to investigate linear relationships between variables. 

The results of the Pearson’s analysis will inform the creation of domains: college completion 

programs, academic momentum, and demographic domain.  

Regression Analyses 

For all models in the analysis, the dependent variable will be time-to-bachelor’s-degree. 

The first model will examine college completion program variables (Domain I). The second 

model will add academic momentum variables (Domain II), and the third model will add 

demographic variables (Domain III). The first three models will explore all Latine students at 

CUNY who have graduated with a bachelor’s degree. The sample will then be split to examine 

the trajectories of Latine transfer students (Models IV thru VI) and Latine first-year students 

(Models VII thru IX) at four-year colleges. Figure 3 displays the regression models. This 

dissertation will yield generalized insights and offer conclusions to improve bachelor’s degree 
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attainment for Latine students whether they begin pursuing a bachelor’s as a transfer student or 

first-year student.  

Figure 3  

Hierarchical Regression Models: Time-to-Bachelor’s-Degree for Latine Students at CUNY 

 
All 

Students 
Transfer 
Students 

First-Year 
Students 

Models: I II III IV V VI VII VIII IX 

College Completion Programs ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Academic Momentum  ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ 

Demographic   ✓   ✓   ✓ 
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Appendix A. Chapter Outline 

Chapter 1: Background 

This chapter will discuss the national scope of Latine degree completion and explicate the 

unique trajectory most Latine students traverse in order to complete a bachelor’s degree. It will 

present the case for the need to consider the unique trajectories of transfer versus first-year 

Latine students at four-year colleges and the value of using the City University of New York as a 

research site.  

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This chapter will introduce the theoretical framework used for this analysis as well as 

synthesize relevant research on Latine students in higher education. More specifically, this 

chapter will examine a number of concepts that influence Latine bachelor’s degree completion 

and time-to-degree. 

Chapter 3: Methodology 

This chapter will describe the variables selected from the CUNY Office of Institutional 

Research & Assessment Policy Tracking Cohort dataset. The analytical plan will describe how 

the data will be organized and the statistical analyses used in this dissertation  

Chapter 4: Results 

This chapter will present the findings from the univariate, bivariate, and multivariate 

analyses performed for this dissertation.  

Chapter 5: Discussion 

This chapter will interpret the findings considering previous research on Latine student 

degree completion and time-to-degree, informed by the theoretical framework. Additional 

insights and new findings gleaned from the analysis will be advanced. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion, Implications, and Recommendations 

This chapter will conclude the findings, consider implications, and present 

recommendations for future research. The conclusion will provide guidance for institutions of 

higher education to inform policies and practices to improve Latine student degree outcomes.  
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Appendix B. Project Timeline  
 

 
Year 2021 2022 

Month May June July Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May 

Topic Agreement with Battle              

Finalize Committee              

Discuss Proposal with Battle              

Proposal Draft 1 to Battle              

Edits to Proposal Draft 1              

Proposal Draft 2 to Battle              

Edits to Proposal Draft 2              

Full Proposal to Battle              

Edits to Full Proposal              

Final Edits to Full Proposal              

Full Proposal to Committee              

Prepare Proposal Defense              

Defend Dissertation Proposal              

Clean Dataset using SPSS              

Data Analysis              

Write/Run Command Syntax              

Organize/Analyze Output              

Submit Chapter 4              

Edit/Resubmit Chapter 4              

Submit Chapter 5              

Edit/Resubmit Chapter 5              

Submit Conclusion              

Edit/resubmit Conclusion              

Finalize Dissertation              

Dissertation Review              

Final Edits to Dissertation              

Prepare for Defense              
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Defend Dissertation              

Submit Dissertation              

Degree              

Writing for publication              
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Appendix C. Budget 

This study uses data from the City University of New York (CUNY) Institutional 

Research Database Policy Tracking Cohort dataset. The data was provided by the CUNY Office 

of Institutional Research & Assessment. SPSS software was purchased for conducting statistical 

analyses. Expenses were insignificant.   
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Appendix D. IRB Human Subjects 

This research protocol meets the criteria for IRB exemption because it is a secondary 

analysis of a de-identified dataset. The CUNY Policy Tracking Cohort does not contain 

personally identifiable information. Student record data are stored using anonymized codes. The 

linking file is only accessible to CUNY Office of Institutional Research and Assessment staff. 

The research protocol was reviewed, and IRB exemption was granted by The Graduate Center, 

City University of New York (IRB File #2021-0402).     
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Appendix E. Variables 

Dependent Variable: Time-to-Bachelor’s-Degree 

● YEARS_TO_BA_FROM_BA_START is a latent variable that measures the number of 

years from a students’ first semester at a bachelor's degree granting institution until 

graduation with a bachelor's degree. More specifically, the variable is calculated based on 

the following variables included in the Policy Tracking Cohort dataset: 

○ ANYBA - dummy variable that measures if a student earned a bachelor’s degree 

○ BA_DATE - the semester in which a student earned a bachelor’s degree 

○ COLLEGE_ID through COLLEGE_ID_SEM20 - variables that measure the 

college the student was enrolled in tracked from their first semester at CUNY 

through their twentieth semester 

○ GRAD_SEM01 through GRAD_SEM20 - dummy variables that indicate whether 

a student graduated from a CUNY institution tracked from semester one through 

semester twenty  

○ TERM_ENROLLED_DATE - a student’s first term at CUNY 

Domain I: College Completion Programs 

● SEEK is a dummy variable that captures if a student was in the SEEK program 

● ASAP is a dummy variable that captures if a student was in the ASAP program.  The 

ASAP variable isolates students who participated in the ASAP program from other 

special programs offered at CUNY. More specifically, it is a latent variable created based 

on the variables available in the Policy Tracking Cohort dataset below: 

○ OTHER_SPECIAL_PROG_CODE_SEM01 through 

OTHER_SPECIAL_PROG_CODE_SEM20 - variables that identify if a student 
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was ever involved in a special program, like ASAP, at anytime during their tenure 

at CUNY, tracked from semester one through semester twenty  

Domain II: Academic Momentum  

The variables the measure academic momentum are calculated based on the following indicators 

in the Policy Tracking Cohort dataset: 

❖ CRDATTM_SEM01 through CRDATTM_SEM20 - variables that measure the 

number of credits attempted each semester, tracked from semester one through 

semester twenty  

❖ CRDSEM01 through CRDSEM20 - variables that measure the number of credits 

earned each semester, tracked from semester one through semester twenty 

❖ GPACUMSEM02 through GPACUMSEM20 - variables that measure cumulative 

grade point average tracked from semester two through semester twenty 

● BA_SEM01_FULLTIME is a latent dummy variable that measures if a student attempted 

12 or more credits in the first semester at the bachelor's degree institution where they 

earned their BA. 

● BA_SEM01_CRDATTM15 is a latent dummy variable that measures if a student 

attempted 15 or more credits in their first semester at the college from which they earned 

their bachelor's degree.  

● BA_SEM01_CRDERND15 is a latent dummy variable that measures if a student earned 

15 or more credits in their first semester at the college from which they earned their 

bachelor's degree. 
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● BA_YR01_CRDATTM30 is a latent dummy variable that measures when credits 

attempted in semester one added to credits attempted in semester two are greater than or 

equal to 30. 

● BA_YR01_CRDERND30 is a latent dummy variable that measures when credits earned 

in semester one added to credits earned in semester two are greater than or equal to 30.  

● BA_YR01_CRDERND24 is a latent dummy variable that measures when credits earned 

in semester one added to credits earned in semester two are greater than or equal to 24.  

● BA_YR01_PERCRDERND is a latent variable that measures percent of credits earned 

versus attempted in semesters one and two. 

● BA_YR01_PERCRDERND80 is a latent dummy variable that flags those who earned at 

least 80% of credits attempted in semesters one and two at their bachelor’s degree 

granting institution.  

● BA_SEM02_GPACUM is a latent variable that measures a student's cumulative GPA at 

the end of their second semester at a bachelor’s degree granting institution.  

Domain III: Demographics 

Gender 

● FEMALE - dummy variable where females are coded one.  

Citizenship 

● CITIZENSHIP_UPDATED is a recode of the nominal level variable 

CITIZENSHIP_DESC (citizenship status) from the Policy Tracking Cohort dataset into 

three categories where U.S. citizens and permanent residents are coded 1; those who are 

undocumented are coded 2; and those with a visa or other immigration status are coded 3. 
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● UNDOC is  a dummy variable where those who are listed as undocumented on the 

variable CITIZENSHIP_DESC are coded 1 and all others are coded 0. 

● USCTZNPERMRES is a dummy variable where those listed as U.S. citizens or 

permanent residents on the variable CITIZENSHIP_DESC are coded 1 and all others are 

coded 0. 

● VISA is a dummy variable where those listed as having a visa or other immigration status 

on the variable CITIZENSHIP_DESC are coded 1 and all others are coded 0. 

Language 

● LANGUAGE_OF_COMFORT_DESC_code is a nominal level variable where those 

comfortable with English are coded 1, those equally comfortable with English and 

another language are coded 2, and those comfortable with a language other than English 

are coded 3. It is based on the variable LANGUAGE_OF_COMFORT_DESC (student’s 

language of comfort) from the Policy Tracking Cohort dataset.  

● ENGLISH is a dummy variable where those whose language of comfort is English are 

coded 1; and all others are coded 0. 

● MULTILINGUAL is a dummy variable where those who are equally comfortable with 

English and another language are coded 1. Those comfortable with just one language are 

coded 0.  

● NOT_ENGLISH is a dummy variable where those whose language of comfort is a 

language other than English are coded one; and all others are coded 0. 

Socioeconomic Status 

● ECONOMIC_DISADVANTAGE_FLAG - student experiences economic disadvantage 

based on household size and income. 
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● PELL_FLAG - student received a Federal Pell grant 

● TAP_FLAG - student received a New York State Tuition Assistant Program grant 
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