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Over 31 million Americans have earned college credits without earning their degrees. Higher educa-
tion leaders, researchers, and policymakers are increasingly addressing this college completion cri-
sis through a new lens: behavioral science. The interdisciplinary field of behavioral science focuses 
on how people make decisions and take action.

In 2017, MDRC teamed up with three community colleges in Minnesota to identify some of the be-
havioral reasons for the low rates of college completion among their students. Colleges in the study 
are part of the Minnesota State Colleges and Universities system, which is the largest college sys-
tem in the state, and the fourth largest system in the country. The project, titled Finish Line: Grad-
uation by Design, used a behavioral science framework developed by MDRC’s Center for Applied 
Behavioral Science (CABS) to explore the following two postsecondary domains that are closely 
linked to college completion rates, and identified key barriers to their attainment.

Credit Intensity
The number of credits that students attempt and complete each semester.

Barriers to Increasing Credit Intensity:
 � Institutional and social norms may not support higher credit loads

 � Students may continue to take the lighter credit loads proposed for their first semester

 � Students might not understand how part-time attendance impacts their time-to-degree

 � Lighter credit loads fulfill short-term needs at the cost of long-term goals

 � Complex cost and financial aid variables may not factor into credit intensity decisions

Satisfactory Academic Progress (SAP)
Academic standards that determine enrollment and financial aid eligibility

Barriers to Satisfactory Academic Progress:
 � Students may lack salient and timely information about SAP requirements

 � Lack of clarity about how withdrawing from a course could hamper academic progress

 � Students may ignore or be unaware of SAP violations

 � Cumulative SAP requirements could discourage students from appealing suspension

 � Sanctioned students may not receive proactive academic and personal support

MDRC used a problem-solving process developed by MDRC’s Center for Applied Behavioral Science 
called the CABS Approach to uncover these hidden behavioral and institutional barriers to credit 
intensity and SAP. This report details these findings and offers recommendations to colleges seek-
ing to help their students overcome obstacles to graduation.

Overview
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Nationwide, only 13 percent of community college students graduate within two years, and only 24 percent 

graduate within three years.1 Two important indicators that students will graduate on time are the number of 

credits they attempt each semester (credit intensity) and their academic performance, which is often measured 

by a college’s requirements for satisfactory academic progress (SAP). Many community college students enroll 

in too few credits to graduate in the standard two years. Many students also have difficulty meeting SAP, which 

can lead to a loss of financial aid or academic suspension.

In collaboration with three community colleges in Minnesota, MDRC used behavioral science to 
explore reasons students may attempt lighter course loads and struggle to meet SAP require-
ments. The goal was to understand whether there are ways to improve student outcomes in these 
two domains and help more students graduate. This report identifies the hidden behavioral and 
institutional barriers that students face in terms of both credit intensity and SAP. This introductory 
section describes the two domains and the project in more detail.

CREDIT INTENSITY
At most community colleges, students must complete 30 credits each academic year to earn a 
60-credit associate degree within the standard two-year timeframe for graduation. However, many 
students take fewer credits, extending the time it takes them to graduate. Full-time students often 
take only 12 credits each semester, which constitutes full-time enrollment under federal financial 
aid guidelines. Many part-time students take even fewer credits.

As a result, some institutions encourage students to take 12 credits per semester, and more recently, 
others have encouraged students to take 15 — often through mandates, financial incentives, or 
messaging campaigns.2 These initiatives have merit: full-time programs combined with student 
support services have led to dramatic increases in graduation rates, and students who take 15 
credits, including first-generation students and those with low levels of academic preparation, are 
more likely to graduate.3 Despite this, some higher education stakeholders have argued that

1  Juszkiewicz (2017); McFarland et al. (2018).
2  Klempin (2014).
3  Sommo, Manno, and Cullinan (2018); Attewell and Monaghan (2016).

INTRODUCTION
Section 1



2
A Matter of Degree: Using Behavioral Science to Identify Barriers to Credit Intensity and Satisfactory Academic Progress

full-time enrollment may be inappropriate for students who are balancing school with other 
responsibilities, and research confirms that students with significant work commitments may not 
benefit from 15-credit semesters.4

While not all students will be able to manage a 12- or 15- credit load, encouraging students to com-
plete even one additional course (typically 3-4 credits) each semester, could reduce their time to 
degree and increase overall graduation rates. Furthermore, if students graduate earlier, they may 
experience economic benefits, such as savings on institutional fees and transportation costs and 
the ability to use their credential to obtain higher-paying jobs. As a result, the Finish Line project 
seeks to understand whether some students have the capacity to increase their credit intensity 
and explores the barriers students face to higher credit loads.

SATISFACTORY ACADEMIC PROGRESS
In addition to taking enough credits to graduate in a timely manner, students must make satisfac-
tory academic progress. Federal financial aid policy stipulates that colleges must have SAP guide-
lines that govern eligibility for assistance. Similar guidelines also govern eligibility for enrollment. 
There is some variation in SAP policies across institutions, but all include requirements related to 
a student’s grade point average (GPA), credit completion rate, and total credit accumulation. Most 
colleges, including each of the colleges participating in the Finish Line project, require students to 
meet the following criteria:

 � Achieve a 2.0 cumulative GPA or higher. This is the equivalent of a C-average, or better, in all 
classes.

 � Maintain a 67 percent cumulative completion rate. Completion rate is calculated by dividing 
the number of cumulative earned credits by cumulative registered credits. For example, a stu-
dent who registers for 12 credits and earns 9 credits has a 75 percent completion rate.

 � Stay within the maximum timeframe of 150 percent of credits needed to complete a de-
gree or certificate program. Students may not receive financial aid that exceeds one and a half 
times the total credits necessary to complete a postsecondary program. For example, if a stu-
dent is pursuing an associate degree that requires 60 credits for graduation, the student would 
lose financial aid eligibility after attempting 90 credits.

Students who do not meet the GPA and completion rate guidelines in a given semester are typically 
provided with a warning and allowed to enroll and receive aid for one additional term. However, 
if they fail to meet SAP requirements at the end of the warning period, they are suspended and pro-
hibited from enrolling in school or receiving financial aid, subject to appeal. Students who success-
fully appeal, are placed on probation. Students on probation can reenroll and receive financial aid 
for one additional semester. Students on probation are required to complete an academic plan to 
help them improve. Depending on a student’s academic performance and compliance with their 

4  Attewell and Monaghan (2016).
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academic plan during the probation semester, the student can achieve good standing, remain on 
probation for another semester, or revert to suspension status.

There has been mixed success with several interventions to improve students’ SAP outcomes. 
One college found that students on probation who regularly met with an advisor three or four 
times per semester, were more likely to improve their GPA and return to good academic stand-
ing, and less likely to withdraw or face suspension.5 However, this assessment relied mostly on 
descriptive data that did not account for external factors, such as student motivation. There have 
only been a few causal studies that examine the effect of targeted interventions on students who 
do not meet SAP requirements. The findings are mixed. For example, one study found that an 
intervention in which sanctioned students received a notification letter that provided them with 
information about academic support resources and future action the school might take based 
on the student’s subsequent academic performance, did not improve the GPA of students who 
received the notification, compared with students who did not receive it.6 Another study found 
that students had higher odds of being on better academic standing when probation notifications 
were revised to incorporate psychological principles including testimonials from students who 
successfully recovered from probation.7 In another study, the short-, not long-term, prospects for 
students on probation improved with the introduction of a college success course that covered 
topics such as time management and campus resources.8 While these studies provide a starting 
point, they suggest that more innovation and research is needed on how to help students main-
tain good academic standing. The Finish Line project adds to the understanding of this challenge 
by exploring the behavioral barriers to SAP.

PARTICIPATING COLLEGES IN THE FINISH LINE STUDY
In 2017, MDRC’s Center for Applied Behavioral Science (CABS) partnered with three public, two-year 
community colleges in Minnesota that expressed interest in using behavioral science to under-
stand the obstacles their students face when taking full-time credit loads and maintaining SAP. All 
three colleges are part of the Minnesota State Colleges and Universities system (Minnesota State 
system), the largest college system in Minnesota and the fourth largest system in the nation. As 
part of the Minnesota State system, the colleges participating in Finish Line had similar registration 
and SAP policies but varied in size. See Figure 1 for more information on the participating colleges.

A BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE APPROACH
Prior research has identified issues such as low academic preparation and school, work, life bal-
ance as reasons students struggle with both credit intensity and SAP. To delve deeper into these 
issues and identify additional barriers, the Finish Line project examined credit intensity and SAP 
using a behavioral science lens. Behavioral science is an interdisciplinary field that incorporates 

5    Preuss and Switalski (2008).
6    Moss and Yeaton (2015).
7    Brady et al. (2019).
8    Weiss, Brock, Sommo, Rudd, and Turner (2011).
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psychology, economics, marketing, human-centered design, and other social sciences to provide 
insight on how and why people make certain choices. Behavioral science operates on the premise 
that people often act in predictable ways. For example, behavioral research has demonstrated that 
small hassles, such as having to fill out additional forms, can lead to inaction, and that people often 
behave according to what they think others are doing. Studying and applying these behavioral con-
cepts can shed light on the reasons a certain program or policy is not working as intended.

Over the past decade, behavioral science has gained acceptance as a framework for program 
designers and policymakers to develop problem-solving strategies that help people pay attention 
to relevant information, increase their motivation, and turn motivation into action. It is increasing-
ly being used in higher education circles to improve issues related to enrollment, participation in 

Located in the suburb of 
Inver Grove Heights
4,479 students 
40% receive federal Pell Grants 
62% enrolled part-time
25% graduation rate

Located in the small city 
of Bloomington 
9,844 students 
46% receive federal Pell Grants 
58% enrolled part-time
26% graduation rate

INVER HILLS 
COMMUNITY 
COLLEGE

NORMANDALE 
COMMUNITY 
COLLEGE

Figure 1.  Minnesota Community Colleges 
Participating in the Finish Line Project

Located in the mid-size city 
of Rochester 
5,115 students 
46% receive federal Pell Grants 
55% enrolled part-time
22% graduation rate

ROCHESTER 
COMMUNITY 
AND TECHNICAL 
COLLEGE

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education. Institute of Education 
Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics.

NOTES: Each of these profiles reflects available information from 
2016-2018. Financial aid data is for full-time, first-time students 
seeking a degree or certificate from 2016-2017. Enrollment data is 
for students enrolled during fall 2017. Graduation data is for full-
time, first-time undergraduates who began their programs in 2014.
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student support services, academic planning, and financial aid applications.9 The success of 
behaviorally-informed interventions suggest that behavioral science may also be a useful tool for 
credit intensity and SAP. To apply a behavioral science lens to these domains, the Finish Line team 
turned to the CABS Approach — a six step framework that can be used to identify behavioral barri-
ers and develop behaviorally-informed solutions. The CABS Approach is described in Section 2.

ABOUT THIS REPORT
This publication serves a dual purpose: It describes how higher education leaders can use behavio-
ral science to address problems on their campuses and it presents diagnostic findings from Finish 
Line’s exploration of credit intensity and SAP.

Section 2 details the CABS Approach, a framework developed by MDRC’s Center for Applied Behav-
ioral Science that helps program administrators use behavioral science to understand why stu-
dents may be struggling and how to help them.

Sections 3 and 4 present the findings from Finish Line’s behavioral diagnosis on credit intensity and 
SAP, respectively. In addition to presenting the behavioral barriers, each section discusses the data 
underlying the findings and offers considerations for higher education administrators seeking to 
address behavioral barriers to graduation at their institutions.

This report concludes in Section 5 with key insights and recommendations for how postsecondary 
institutions can build on Finish Line’s diagnostic findings to improve college processes and student 
outcomes that relate to credit intensity and SAP.

9   Headlam, Anzelone, and Weiss (2018); Ratledge (2017); Visher et al. (2016); Bettinger, Long, Oreopoulos, and Sanbon-
matsu (2012).
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During the Finish Line project, MDRC collaborated with three Minnesota community colleges to 
identify behavioral barriers related to credit intensity and SAP using the first three steps of the 
CABS Approach: Define, Clarify, and Diagnose. These steps are illustrated using examples from the 
Finish Line project. This section describes the entire CABS Approach, which includes a total of six 
steps. However, MDRC did not undertake any of the activities that are typically conducted during 
the Design, Develop, and Test phases of the CABS Approach because they were beyond the scope 
of the Finish Line project.

The CABS Approach is a framework developed by MDRC’s Center for Applied Behavioral Science to systemati-

cally identify problems and design solutions using behavioral science. (See Figure 2.) The framework details a 

step-by-step process that provides higher education policymakers and administrators with solutions that are 

data-driven, informed by behavioral science, and tailored to fit the context and needs of individual institutions.

THE CABS APPROACH
Section 2

Figure 2.  The CABS Approach

Investigate the context 
to ensure there is a 

clear understanding of 
the barriers to success

Identify problems and 
define those problems 

in a neutral and 
measurable way

Use insights from 
behavioral science to 

explain why the 
problems are occurring

Create solutions that 
relate to the barriers 

uncovered in the 
diagnosis. Create 

prototypes of the ideas

Make the design ideas a 
reality. Determine how 

the design will be 
implemented

Rigorously evaluate 
through randomized 

controlled trials to 
determine 

e�ectiveness

DEFINE

CLARIFY

DIAGNOSE

DESIGN

DEVELOP

TEST

Finish Line Project
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STEP 1
DEFINE
The first step of the CABS Approach is to understand the problem the end user (i.e., the popu-
lation of interest) is facing, and its scope. In the higher education field, the end user is often the 
student, but depending on the problem, it could also be a faculty member, or someone from 
another group. The problem should be specific, observable, neutral, and measurable, meaning that 
it should clearly state who and what processes are involved, not make any assumptions about the 
cause of the problem or its solution, and be both observable and measurable. The Define step cul-
minates with the formation of a preliminary problem statement, which summarizes the problem 
the team wants to solve.

What Did the Finish Line Team Do?
The Finish Line team explored behavioral barriers to credit intensity and SAP in light of previous 
research, conducted by MDRC and others, indicating that shortcomings in these two areas contrib-
uted to poor graduation rates.1

MDRC began the problem-solving process at each institution with a non-specific statement about 
SAP and credit intensity. As the research team gathered quantitative and qualitative data from the 
colleges during the Clarify phase, the scope and contours of the problem statement were simpli-
fied. The preliminary problem statements were defined as:

 � Credit Intensity: Few students register for enough credits to graduate in the standard two-year 
timeframe for an associate degree.

 � Satisfactory Academic Progress (SAP): A significant proportion of students do not maintain 
SAP and are placed on SAP warning, suspension, or probation. Many of these students do not 
return to good academic standing.

STEP 2
CLARIFY
Once the problem has been defined, the problem’s context and scope are clarified using both qual-
itative and quantitative data, and previous research. Qualitative research activities may include 
conducting interviews or focus groups with participants and relevant stakeholders and reviewing 
relevant documents. During quantitative research activities, the team may examine participation, 
cost, academic records, or other types of data. Literature reviews also provide an understanding 
of the research landscape related to the problem. If the topic at issue includes a process, insights 
from qualitative and quantitative data can help to develop a process map, or a visual representa-
tion of specific steps within a process. This map is used to identify drop-off points, or places in the 
process where many participants fail to advance to the next step. Data is also used to substantiate 

1  Attewell and Monaghan (2016); Scott-Clayton and Schudde (2017).
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misalignments, for example, between policies and practice. Together, the data, literature review, 
and process map help develop a more nuanced understanding of the problem.

What Did the Finish Line Team Do?
At all three Finish Line colleges, the team conducted interviews and focus groups with students, 
staff, and senior administrators and reviewed documents such as registration guidelines, degree 
guidance forms, and SAP-related communications. The team also administered an informal sur-
vey before and after one orientation session, and analyzed historical demographic, academic, 
SAP, skill test, and transcript data provided by the Minnesota State system. (For more information 
about the data sources used for the Finish Line project, see Appendix A.) Using both the qualitative 
and quantitative data collected during the Clarify phase, the team refined the credit intensity and 
SAP problem statements from the Define phase to provide a more thorough understanding of the 
problem at each of the three colleges.2 (See Figure 3.) For the SAP domain, the team also created a 
process map to document the journey of a student attempting to return to good academic stand-
ing after failing to meet the SAP requirements. (See Appendix B.)

2  The refined problem statement for credit intensity is based on enrollment trends from fall 2013 to spring 2016 for 
academically engaged students who began at the three colleges in fall 2013. See Figure 4 for more information. The 
refined problem statement for SAP is based on data for students at the three colleges who began in fall 2013. See 
Figure 9 for more information.

Figure 3.  Preliminary vs. Refined Problem Statement

CREDIT INTENSITY  SAP

Preliminary
Problem
Statement

Few students enroll in enough 
credits to graduate in two years, 
the expected timeframe to earn an 
associate degree.

A significant proportion of stu-
dents do not maintain Satisfactory 
Academic Progress (SAP) and are 
placed on SAP warning, suspension, 
or probation. Many of these students 
do not return to good academic 
standing.

Refined
Problem
Statement

About 50 percent of students enroll 
in fewer than 12 credits each fall and 
spring semester, making it difficult 
for them to earn an associate degree 
within two to three years.

Up to 29 percent of students do not 
maintain Satisfactory Academic 
Progress (SAP) and are placed on SAP 
warning, suspension, or probation. 
About 10 percent of students placed 
on warning in their first semester 
return to good academic standing 
within three semesters.
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STEP 3
DIAGNOSE
During the Diagnose phase, the team used the qualitative and quantitative data collected during 
the Clarify phase to identify factors that may be causing the problem, as defined. The team then 
drew on behavioral science research to develop hypotheses about the behavioral reasons for the 
barriers or drop-off points. Understanding key research concepts from behavioral science, and 
how these concepts influence people’s decisions and actions is a key aspect of diagnosis. Appendix 
C provides a list of selected behavioral barriers and potential solutions to address those barriers.

What did the Finish Line team do?
Using the qualitative and quantitative data analyzed during the Clarify phase, 
the team identified potential behavioral barriers related to credit intensity and 
SAP. For example, during field research, the team discovered that students 
were often unfamiliar with the SAP requirements, even though they had just 
heard about the requirements during orientation. The team also observed that 
students receive a significant amount of information at orientation on several 
topics. Drawing on behavioral science, the team hypothesized that students 
might report being unfamiliar with the SAP requirements due to cognitive 
overload,3 or a process during which people are overwhelmed by the amount of information pre-
sented to them, rendering them unable to process all of the information before them, or causing 
them to make poor decisions. (Sections 3 and 4 of this report summarize detailed findings from the 
diagnosis on credit intensity and SAP, respectively.)

STEP 4
DESIGN
During the Design phase, solutions are developed to address the behavioral barriers uncovered 
during diagnosis. This process builds on best practices from what is known as a human-centered 
design problem-solving approach.4 Human-centered design emphasizes solutions that account for 
the end user’s context-specific needs and promotes collaboration between the designer of an in-
tervention and its end user. The final products from the design phase include several intervention 
prototypes, or preliminary models of a solution.

STEP 5
DEVELOP
Once prototypes have been created, the focus shifts to ensuring that solutions are feasible and 
used as intended. The Develop phase of the CABS Approach consists of refining the prototypes, 
finalizing the design of the interventions, and setting up the operational infrastructure to support 
the intervention. When refining the prototypes, the team conducts focus groups and interviews 

3  Paas, Renkl, and Sweller (2003).
4  See Design Kit.

TIP
BEHAVIORAL TERMINOLOGY

Throughout this brief, bolded 

formatting in the text is 

used to highlight behavioral 

science terminology.
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with the end users (e.g. students) and stakeholders (e.g. staff) to gather feedback on the usabil-
ity of the prototypes and identify opportunities for improvement. Using this feedback, the team 
develops an iterative solution through prototypes until the design is finalized, and the intervention 
is built. Once the intervention is finalized, MDRC works with its partners to prepare for the launch of 
the intervention. This may include, but is not limited to, updating policies and gaining stakeholder 
approval.

STEP 6
TEST
In the final phase of the CABS Approach, interventions are deployed and rigorously evaluated to 
determine their effectiveness. Effectiveness is defined in terms of whether the outcomes for the 
group receiving the behaviorally-informed intervention differ in a practically and statistically signif-
icant way from outcomes for the group partaking in a program or process already in place (i.e. the 
“control” group).5 MDRC works with its partners to monitor the intervention’s progress and gather 
data throughout the test period. MDRC typically uses randomized controlled trials, which provide 
the strongest level of evidence, to evaluate interventions, but adapts its evaluation plans based 
on the intervention. Once the test period concludes, MDRC analyzes the data and conducts imple-
mentation research, or research on how a study produced the observed effects to add additional 
context to results.6 The results are then shared with partners to 1) determine whether the interven-
tion helped solve the problem, and 2) make evidence-based decisions about next steps and the 
possibility of scaling or refining the intervention.

SUMMARY
The CABS Approach is a behavioral science framework that higher education administrators 
and other stakeholders can use to identify behavioral barriers and design behaviorally-informed 
solutions to the problems they face. Using this framework, the Finish Line team identified behav-
ioral barriers that may prevent students from taking higher credit loads and maintaining SAP. The 
following section provides detailed findings on the behavioral barriers related to higher credit 
intensity.

 

5  Balu and Dechausay (2018).
6  MDRC (n.d.).

https://www.mdrc.org/what-implementation-research
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During the Clarify phase, the team analyzed enrollment data for a cohort of students and found 
that almost 85 percent of students enrolled in fewer than 15 credits.1 (See Figure 4.) Notably, 
around 46 percent of these students excelled academically; they earned a GPA of 3.0 or higher and 
completed 100 percent of their attempted credits (which indicates that they did not fail or withdraw 
from any courses). In turn, the research team hypothesized that some students who enroll in fewer 
than 15 credits could successfully attempt one additional three- or four-credit course.

1  About 15 percent of students enrolled in 15 or more credits each semester, approximately 37 percent of students 
enrolled in 12-14 credits, and about 50 percent of students enrolled in fewer than 12 credits.

This section summarizes findings from the Finish Line project’s diagnosis on credit intensity. The diagnosis 

was framed by the problem statement developed during the Define phase of the CABS Approach: Few students 

enroll in enough credits to graduate in two years, the expected timeframe to earn an associate degree.

BEHAVIORAL BARRIERS TO INCREASING 
CREDIT INTENSITY

Section 3

Figure 4.  Enrollment by Credit Level

0-11 CREDITS

12-14 CREDITS

15+ CREDITS

Fall and Spring Enrollment

100%

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data provided by 
the Minnesota State system for students at each of 
the three colleges in the study.

NOTES: This chart shows the average enrollment for 
students who began in fall 2013 across six semesters. 
It includes enrollment levels for fall 2013, spring 2014, 
fall 2014, spring 2015, fall 2015, and spring 2016. 
     This chart only includes students that remained 
academically engaged for that semester. A student is 
defined as being academically engaged if they have 
not missed three consecutive semesters of school. If a 
student misses three or more semesters of school in a 
row, then they are flagged as “not engaged” for those 
semesters and all subsequent semesters.
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In the diagnosis phase of the Finish Line study, the team identified five behavioral barriers to 
increasing credit intensity. Each of these behavioral barriers is discussed in greater detail below. 
There is also a discussion of related quantitative and qualitative findings that were uncovered dur-
ing the Clarify phase. Each barrier also provides tips for higher education administrators seeking to 
overcome these barriers at their schools.

BARRIER 1
Institutional and social norms may not support higher credit loads

Some students may enroll part-time due to social influence — the tendency of people to follow 
what they think others are doing.2 During interactions with other students and staff, and in written 
communications from the college, students learn that many of their peers attend part time. This 
can normalize part-time enrollment status. In addition, institutional processes can also imply that 
higher credit loads are riskier. For example, colleges typically require the approval of an advisor for 
credit overload (taking 18, or more, credits) but not taking too few classes, or credit underload. As a 
result, many students — even those who can increase their credit loads — may not perceive 12 to 15 
credits to be the standard number of credits. In fact, during interviews and focus groups, students 
often made full-time attendance seem exceptional, stating that it was for those who want to focus 
on school, or have flexible schedules.

Tips for Colleges 
To address the lack of support for higher credit loads, college administrators can review enrollment 
protocols and related communications to students. To begin this process, they might consider the 
following questions:

 � What do campus norms convey to students about part-time versus full-time enrollment? Is full-
time enrollment portrayed as difficult, or the expected standard?

 � Are students encouraged to take as many courses as they think they can manage?

 � What information is presented to students about credit load expectations in written communi-
cations and forms, in verbal presentations, and during processes such as registration?

BARRIER 2
New students may become anchored to first-semester guidance 
to take lower credit loads

In interviews and focus groups, students and staff said that students were advised to enroll in 
lower credit loads in their first semester to help them adjust to the added rigors of college- 
level coursework. An unintended consequence of this guidance is that it may influence how many 
credits students take in subsequent semesters. Behavioral science research finds that people often 

2  Allcott (2011).
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use an initially presented value to make future decisions — a concept known as anchoring.3 Over 
one-third of new students who were surveyed after orientation said they planned to enroll in the 
same number of courses in future semesters. Approximately one-half of students were unsure of 
their future credit loads, making it likely that some may revert to the initial guidance to take fewer 
classes. Decision making often provokes what behavioral research identifies as a status quo bias, 
which is the tendency to stick with a previous decision and do nothing different.4 Quantitative data 
from colleges corroborates the presence of this bias in terms of decision making about credit inten-
sity by indicating a direct correlation between credits attempted in the first and second semesters. 
Figure 5 shows that a large percentage of students at the colleges under study attempt the same 
number of credits for both their first and second semesters.

One reason students may continue to follow guidance for their first semester credit load is that 
students at the three colleges in the study are only required to meet with an academic advisor 
to register for their first semester courses, and many students do not proactively meet advisors 
during subsequent semesters. As a result, academic counselors may not have the opportunity to 
advise strong students to take on higher credit loads. In quantitative analyses, the research team 
found that successful academic performance in the first semester leads most students to take a 
similar number of credits in their second semester.

Tips for Colleges
To help determine whether students are taking as many credits as they can successfully manage, 
colleges can consider the following:

 � Does institutional data suggest that some part-time students are doing well enough to manage 
at least one additional course?

3  Furnham and Boo (2011).
4  Samuelson and Zeckhauser (1988).

Figure 5.  Relationship Between Credits Attempted 
in the First and Second Semesters

Semester 2 Credits Attempted
0 1-5 6-8 9-11 12-14 15+ Total

Semester 
1 Credits 

Attempted

1-5 14% 48% 23% 10% 4% 1% 100%

6-8 5% 14% 44% 22% 11% 3% 100%

9-11 4% 6% 21% 34% 28% 7% 100%

12-14 2% 2% 8% 16% 55% 18% 100%

15+ 2% 1% 4% 9% 40% 43% 100%

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data provided by the Minnesota State system 
for students at each of the three colleges in the study.

NOTE: Data analyzed for students who began in fall 2014-2017 across the three 
colleges.
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 � What guidance do incoming students receive regarding credit intensity during orientation?

 � What guidance is provided to continuing students about credit loads? Are there practical ways 
the college can target part-time students with guidance about credit intensity?

BARRIER 3
Students may not fully understand the implications of part-time 
attendance on their time-to-degree

Interviews and surveys with students during the Finish Line study revealed that many lack realistic 
estimates of how much time it takes to graduate based on credit loads. Over one-third of the stu-
dents who were surveyed after orientation had unrealistic estimates of the time it would take them 
to graduate based on their reported credits for fall 2018. This may be driven by limited informa-
tion, since students are not required to create, and often do not have, personalized academic maps 
that outline what courses they will take each semester and how long it will take them to graduate. 
Additionally, many students focused on the number of courses they wanted to take instead of the 
number of credits they should take given that the number of credits per course varies.

Tips for Colleges
To help students understand how long it will take them to graduate by accounting for different 
credit loads, consider the following:

 � Do new students understand how long it will take them to graduate at various credit loads?

 � Do continuing students understand how many credits or courses they have remaining to earn 
their degrees? Do they take this into consideration when registering for the following semester?

 � What type of support do students receive for creating academic plans and updating them each 
semester?

BARRIER 4
Students may prioritize short-term needs over long-term goals

Students may enroll in lower credit loads for short-term financial reasons. Many staff noted that 
Minnesota has a low unemployment rate and students can obtain relatively well-paying jobs. As a 
result, some students identify as workers, more than as students. Following orientation, the Finish 
Line team asked students who were registering for classes whether they prioritized their work, or 
school, schedules. Approximately one-fifth of students said they prioritized work schedules over 
class schedules.5 In contrast, a higher proportion of students said they prioritized school over 
work when registering, but that may not account for the greater number of students who instead 
emphasize work. During focus groups and interviews, incoming and continuing students were 
most likely to cite the need to balance work and school as a primary reason for part-time attend-

5  Most students reported prioritizing their class schedules, and a small proportion of students did not plan to work.



15
A Matter of Degree: Using Behavioral Science to Identify Barriers to Credit Intensity and Satisfactory Academic Progress

ance. Most students also noted that their primary motivation for attending college was to obtain a 
better-paying job. From a behavioral perspective, this may reflect present bias6 — the tendency of 
people to give stronger weight to an immediate payoff (earnings in the short-term) over a longer-
term benefit (earnings in the long-term). While some students must prioritize work to support 
themselves or their families, other students may have the ability (financial and otherwise) to take 
higher course loads. This may be especially true of students who report having flexible schedules 
or minimal responsibilities, but still opt to take lower course loads.

Students may also enroll in low credit loads for short-term academic reasons. Both students and 
staff discussed the notion that taking fewer credits could help students perform better. This may 
also reflect present bias for both students and staff. In this case, the bias is for a lighter course load 
in the current semester instead of pursuing an earlier graduation date. In fact, students in the two 
lowest credit levels (1 to 5, and 6 to 8 credits) tend to do better on short-term outcomes, including 
GPA and course pass rates, than students in the next highest credit levels (9 to 11, and 12 to 14 cred-
its). (See Figure 6.)

In contrast, students with higher credit loads fare better on long-term outcomes, including credit 
and degree attainment.7 Figure 7 shows that there is a direct, positive relationship between first 
semester credit load and degree attainment after three and four years. It is important to note that 

6  O’Donoghue and Rabin (2015).
7  Notably, students who take 15 or more credits outperform students taking 6 to 14 credits on both short-term and 

long-term measures.

Figure 6.  GPA by Credit Load

Credits Attempted in First Semester

Semester 
GPA

4

3.5

3

2.5

2

1.5

1

0.5

0
1-5 6-8 9-11 12-14 15+

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from data provided by the Minnesota State system for students 
at each of the three colleges in the study.

NOTE: Data analyzed for each student’s first semester if their start date fell between spring 
2013 and spring 2017, regardless of which semester they started.
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this finding is correlational and does not imply that higher credit loads result in higher graduation 
rates. Rather, students who are currently taking higher credit loads may, for example, have higher 
motivation, more time, or better academic preparation. Regardless, research has demonstrated 
that part-time enrollment is a risk factor for graduation.8 The longer students spend in college, the 
harder it is for them to sustain the academic momentum and focus that is necessary to graduate. 
While some students may need to take lower credit loads, others may be able to succeed at high-
er credit loads, especially with academic support services such as tutoring or time-management 
training.

Tips for Colleges
To determine how to help students focus on long-term financial, career, and academic goals, con-
sider the following:

 � When and how do students set long-term goals such as a graduation date? Are students remind-
ed of these goals?

8  The Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance (2001). 

Figure 7.  Associate Degree Attainment after 
Three and Four Years of Enrollment

Credits Attempted in First Semester

Attainment 
Rate

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
1-5 6-8 9-11 12-14 15+

WITHIN 4 YEARSWITHIN 3 YEARS

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data provided by the Minnesota State system for 
students at each of the three colleges in the study.

NOTES: Data analyzed for students who first enrolled between spring 2013 and 
summer 2014. 
     Graduation patterns were similar for each cohort. Students who began in the fall 
had a slightly higher graduation rate.
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 � Do students understand the financial, academic, and career tradeoffs between lower credit 
loads and long-term success?

 � Are there ways to proactively help students plan their class and work schedules?

BARRIER 5
Students may not factor complex cost and financial aid variables into 
their credit intensity decisions

According to behavioral science, complexity can prevent people from making decisions that are 
in their best interests. For example, many students may not understand or consider how their 
credit load decisions will affect their total college expenses (including tuition and other costs) and 
financial aid (including Pell Grant and Minnesota State Grant funding). As is often discussed in 
higher education literature, the federal Pell Grant structure does not incentivize students to enroll 
in 15 credits — the grant is awarded based on four pre-specified enrollment levels and students 
who enroll in 12 credits receive the maximum award. Unlike the federal Pell Grant, the Minnesota 
State Grant structure could encourage additional credit enrollment since the grant amount rises 
as credits increase within each Pell band, and the award is maximized at 15 credits. However, many 
students are likely unaware of this fact and may face difficulty with the calculation. Figure 8 shows 
a Minnesota State Grant award chart from one of the participating colleges. A student may have 
difficulty determining how much state grant funding they will receive given the complicated nature 
of the award calculation.

Furthermore, many incoming students may be unaware of whether they will receive financial aid. 
Based on the pre-orientation survey, three-fifths of students did not know whether they would 
receive a Pell Grant, and two-thirds of students did not know whether they would receive a Min-
nesota State Grant. Interviews and surveys revealed that many orientation attendees had yet to 
complete their financial aid applications, suggesting that some students are making their credit 
load decisions without considering financial aid implications.

Tips for Colleges 
To help students incorporate all available information into their credit load decisions, including 
cost and financial aid, colleges might consider the following:

 � When and how do students receive information about available financial aid including the Pell 
Grant and any state grant funding?

 � Are students taking financial aid into consideration when making their enrollment decisions?

 � Does the state’s financial aid structure inherently incentivize certain credit loads? If so, are stu-
dents aware of these incentives?

 � How clear are the financial consequences of different enrollment levels in communications to 
students?
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SUMMARY
Students rely on implicit and explicit guidance to determine their credit load, but many students do 
not understand how credit load impacts their time-to-degree, long-term goals, or financial aid. The 
final section of this report provides insights on how colleges may begin to alleviate these barriers.

Credit intensity is connected to a students’ ability to not only attempt more credits, but to earn 
the attempted credits. When students are unable to complete their courses, they may violate the 
school’s Satisfactory Academic Progress (SAP) policy and face academic suspension and the loss of 
financial aid.

The next section discusses the SAP findings in the Finish Line study. The section outlines the 
behavioral challenges students face when maintaining and, in other instances, returning to good 
academic and financial aid standing.

Figure 8.  Maximum Award Amounts for the Federal Pell Grant 
and Minnesota State Grant for Student with EFC=0

Pell Band 
(credits)

Semester Enrollment 
(credits) Pell Award

MN State Grant 
Award

1-5

3

$740

$0

4 $256

5 $503

6-8

6

$1,480

$0

7 $263

8 $509

9-11

9

$2,220

$0

10 $269

11 $515

12+

12

$2,960

$0

13 $275

14 $521

15+ $771

SOURCE: Chart with federal Pell and Minnesota State grant award amounts provided by Normandale 
Community College. Tuition cost and net cost calculated by MDRC using Normandale Community 
College’s website section, “Paying for College,” which states that each credit costs $192.99.
 
NOTES: This chart depicts a sample award chart for a student at Normandale Community College 
whose Expected Family Contribution (EFC), or index number used by colleges to determine how 
much financial aid a student is eligible to receive, is $0. The award amount for other students at 
other colleges may vary.
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During the Clarify phase of the CABS Approach, the MDRC research 
team refined the scope of the problem using several different meas-
ures. For example, the team determined how many students across 
all the colleges were on SAP warning, suspension, or probation sta-
tus at the end of each semester. In the fall and spring semesters, the 
team found that over a quarter of all students at the colleges under 
study were not in good standing.1

The team also determined that most students receive their first 
warning at the end of their first semester. Once students receive a 
SAP warning, it is challenging for them to return to good academic 
standing, as shown in Figure 9. The Finish Line team examined the 
SAP progression of a cohort of students who started college during fall 2013 and found that 34 
percent of students received a warning at the end of their first semester. Of these students, roughly 
half returned to college for the spring semester, and most of the students who did reenroll did not 
meet the SAP requirements again and were suspended at the end of the spring semester. By the 
following fall, most of the suspended students did not appeal their suspension or enroll in school, 
and approximately one percent regained good academic standing. The team also analyzed SAP 
data for students who started in the fall semester anytime between the 2013 and 2015 academic 
years and found that about six percent of the students who received warnings in their first semes-
ter returned to good academic standing by the end of their fourth semester. For students who 
started in fall 2013, fewer than one percent of students who were warned during their first semes-
ter received a degree after four years, while 28 percent of students who were not warned during 
their first semester received a degree in the same time period.

1  At the end of the summer semesters, about 17 percent of students were not in good academic standing.

This section summarizes findings from the Finish Line project’s diagnosis on behavioral barriers to satisfactory 

academic progress (SAP). The problem statement developed during the Define phase of the CABS Approach 

provides a framework for the diagnosis: A significant proportion of students at the colleges in the study do not 

maintain SAP and are placed on SAP warning, suspension, or probation. Many of these students do not regain 

good academic standing.

BEHAVIORAL BARRIERS TO 
SATISFACTORY ACADEMIC PROGRESS

Section 4

REMINDER
SAP POLICY

To maintain SAP, students must:

 � Achieve a 2.0 cumulative GPA or higher 

 � Maintain a 67 percent cumulative com-

pletion rate 

 � Not exceed a maximum time frame of 

150 percent of credits needed to com-

plete their degree or certificate program
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In the diagnosis phase, the team identified five behavioral barriers students face when main-
taining SAP or returning to good standing after a SAP sanction. Each barrier is discussed in more 
detail below along with the quantitative and qualitative findings that were uncovered during the 
Clarify phase and the behavioral science research that informed each barrier. Each barrier also 
offers considerations for higher education administrators to determine whether similar chal-
lenges may be present at their institutions and to begin thinking about potential action steps for 
mitigating these barriers.

BARRIER 1
Students in good standing may be unaware of SAP requirements 
because they receive limited information about the policy or have 
difficulty internalizing the requirements

Many students are not aware of their school’s SAP requirements, or the consequences for violating 
them. About half of the students interviewed for this study did not know about SAP requirements 
until they were told they had violated them. 

It is easy to overlook the SAP policy that each of the colleges in the study posts on its website. 
During interviews, students and staff said SAP is proactively discussed during new student orienta-
tions. However, when MDRC researchers observed orientation sessions and surveyed participants, 
there was wide variation in the degree to which students absorbed information about SAP. (See 
Figure 10.) College “A” provided detailed SAP information to explain the requirements in depth 
along with the consequences of violating them. College “B” mentioned SAP, and framed the policy 
as a way to help students stay on track to graduate. College “C” did not provide any information on 
SAP during orientation.2

Nearly half of all students who were surveyed immediately after orientation reported that they 
were still unfamiliar with SAP requirements. One explanation for this may be that the overwhelm-
ing amount of information that students receive during orientation can lead to cognitive over-
load — the phenomenon of overloading someone with more information than they can process 
in one sitting. Another reason students may lack awareness of SAP requirements is that some 
might be optimistic about their future academic performance and may fail to see the relevance of 
SAP requirements to their situation. This is due to low identity salience,3 or the degree to which 
a certain role or identity (such as being someone who violates SAP) aligns with a person’s self-im-
age. As shown in Figure 10, every student who was familiar with SAP policy did not necessarily feel 
it was relevant to them.

2  Each of the three colleges that participated in this study was assigned a label — either College A, College B, or College 
C — at random. The labels are used to compare the three colleges throughout this section of the report and each label 
consistently refers to the same institution in the text and figures.  

3  Stryker and Serpe (1982).



21 Figure 9.  SAP Progression and Four-Year Graduation Outcomes for Fall 2013 Cohort

End of Fall 2013 End of Spring 2014 End of Spring 2014 (skipped 
summer) End of Fall 2014 End of Spring 2017

Not Warned
(n=4,209; 66%)

In Good 
Standing
(n=2,849; 67%)

Warned
(n=2,133; 34%)

Not in Good 
Standing
(n=428; 10%)

Not Enrolled
(n=932; 22%; 706 
never reenroll)

Returned to 
Good Standing
(n=23; 1%)

Suspended 
(n=900; 42%)

Not Enrolled
(n=1,011; 47%; 831 
never reenroll)

No Appeal
 (n=848; 94%)

Appeal 
Successful 
(n=52; 6%)

Graduated 
(n=1088; 38%)

Graduated 
(n=36; 8%)

 Graduated 
(n=73; 8%)

New Appeals 
 (n=35; 4%)

Returned to 
Good Standing 
(n=6; 12%)

Resuspended 
After Probation 
(n=22; 42%)

Graduated 
(n=9; 39%)

Graduated 
(n=2; 6%)

Graduated 
(n=1; 17%)

Graduated 
(n=5; 23%)

 Graduated 
(n=0; 0%)

Appeal 
Unsuccessful 
(n=0; 0%) On Probation 

(n=13; 25%)

Not Enrolled 
(n=11; 21%)

Graduated 
(n=0; 0%)

Students 
First 
Enrolled 
in Fall 2013 
N=6,342

SOURCE: MDRC calculations based on data pro-
vided by the Minnesota State system for the three 
colleges participating in the Finish Line project. 
 
NOTES: Percentages in each box refer to the 
percent of students in the previously linked box 
who met the described outcome. Inconsistences 
in the source file have led to some discrepancies 
in the flow chart. These inconsistencies may be 
due to manual data entry errors or special cir-
cumstances. For example, some students were 
flagged for receiving a “warning” two semesters 
in a row, which is typically not allowed. Data for 
these and similar cases are not captured in the 
figure. “Graduated” indicates a student received 
any degree by the end of spring 2017.
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Tips for Colleges 
To help students fully understand the SAP requirements at their school, college administrators 
should examine how they communicate SAP information to their students. The following questions 
can guide this review:

 � When and how is SAP information communicated to students? How much information is being 
communicated to students when they first learn about the policy?

 � When and how is information about SAP requirements reinforced? Do students have to actively 
search for the information, or do students receive direct reminders about SAP requirements and 
the resources available to help them meet the requirements?

Figure 10.  SAP Familiarity from a Post-Orientation Survey

College A
Provided Specific SAP 

Information

College B
Provided General SAP 

Information

College C
Provided No SAP 

Information

CONSIDERS SAP RELEVANTFAMILIAR WITH SAP

Percentage 
of Students

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

100%

90%

80%

70%

60%

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from July 2018 based on data from a survey distributed to 76 students 
after they attended orientation sessions at each of the three colleges in the study.
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BARRIER 2
Students may withdraw from a course without adequately considering 
the impact to their SAP status

During the first five days of the semester, a student may drop a registered course without penalty. 
After this point, a student has until 80 percent of the course is complete to withdraw and receive 
a “W” on their transcript. About 20 percent of students withdraw from at least one course each 
semester. Although a “W” will negatively affect the completion rate component of SAP, it has no 
other negative repercussions. In turn, withdrawing from a course is often the best choice for some 
students, particularly those who can no longer attend or are in danger of failing. A grade of “F” neg-
atively impacts both the GPA and completion rate components of SAP. Staff and faculty indicated 
that some students who withdraw from a course can pass it. Some students withdraw but do not 
fully understand the consequences of their actions. Interviews with students confirmed that some 
students lack information about the SAP completion rate requirement and erroneously think that 
withdrawing will not impact their academic standing.

If students stop attending class without formally withdrawing, instruc-
tors may assign a Failure for Non-Attendance (“FN”) grade to registered 
students who fail to show up for class. They may also assign a Failure to 
Withdraw (“FW”) grade to students who start, but then stop, attending 
class before the end of the semester.4 Both failing grades negatively 
affect the GPA and completion rate components of SAP, the same way 
a traditional “F” does. It is therefore more challenging for a student 
to recover from an “FN” or “FW” than a “W” grade. Despite this, some 
students fail to officially withdraw. The Finish Line team found that in 
the fall 2016 semester, about nine percent of students received at least 
one “FW” and about two percent of students received at least one “FN” 
grade. Students may not follow official withdrawal procedures and jeopardize SAP more than 
necessary due to limited information about the consequences of not withdrawing, and what 
the options for withdrawing are, or because withdrawing is a hassle factor5 — a seemingly small 
barrier that impedes a person from acting; in this case, the hassle is that a student has to log in to 
their student portal to withdraw.

Tips for Colleges
Colleges can help students make well-informed decisions about withdrawing from a class. This can 
serve to reassure struggling students that there are institutional policies to support them. Here are 
some key considerations for colleges seeking to improve policies regarding student course with-
drawals:

 � Do students understand how an official or unofficial withdrawal will impact their SAP status?

4  Not all three colleges in the study assign FW grades.
5  Bertrand, Mullainathan, and Shafir (2004).

“My grades have always been 

great, like mostly As and Bs, cou-

ple Cs and Ds, but if I just would 

have kept on that path and not 

withdrew, I would have never been 

on financial [aid] suspension.”

-Student suspended for 

low completion rate
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 � What information about potential academic or financial aid consequences is available to stu-
dents during the withdrawal process?

 � Are students warned if they are in danger of failing a course due to non-attendance?

 � Are there policies the college can employ to lessen negative consequences for students who 
never attend or stop attending class, but fail to officially withdraw?

BARRIER 3
Students may ignore or be unaware of SAP violations

Students who are not meeting the SAP requirements are notified of their status via e-mail and with 
a banner that appears when they log into their Minnesota student portal, a website for students 
enrolled at a Minnesota State System college. For suspension, one school also sends a mailed 
letter. Despite the multimodal communication, some students said they were still unaware of their 
SAP status. At College “C,” about one-sixth of students in poor standing said they did not receive a 
notification. At College “A,” about half of the students who were interviewed reported not receiving 
a notification. Some students may miss the communications, but others may avoid the news in 
an effort to tune out bad news — a tendency known as the ostrich effect, or burying one’s head 
in the sand.6 SAP communications may also lead to negative identity priming,7 or the triggering 
of a negative self-image. Some students described the SAP notification letters as “discouraging,” 
“punitive,” or “alarming,” leading some students to believe that they do not belong in college. This 
may dissuade some students from following up on the notices or encourage them to disengage 
from college, instead of seeking support.

There is some evidence that the tone of SAP communications may determine whether a student 
takes action, specifically in terms of whether they appeal a SAP violation. For students who are 
suspended, appealing is a necessary step toward reenrollment. Yet, only 12 percent of suspended 
students appeal their suspension.8 This may be because an appeal requires a student to prove 
extenuating circumstances. In reality, approximately 93 percent of first-time appeals are approved 
across the three schools.9

Though appeal rates are low at all colleges, they varied significantly by college. This may be due to 
the variation in language and tone between the colleges’ SAP suspension notifications. College “B” 
emphasized the severity of a student’s status in their outreach. Students at this school said letters 
reporting SAP status were clear and easy to understand, but they were the least likely to appeal 
of the three colleges in the study. Communications to students about SAP status at College “C, ” 
stressed a commitment to help with detailed action steps for students to follow. This school has 
the highest appeal rate, and student feedback on the letters they received was largely positive. 

6  Karlsson, Lowenstein, and Seppi (2009). 
7  Malley and Strayer (1995).
8  Based on analysis of students suspended in the spring semester, fewer than 8 percent of students appeal right away 

and only about 12 percent of suspended students submit an appeal by the end of the following fall.
9  Some students who appeal their suggestion receive academic, but not financial, aid approval. This means the student 

can enroll in courses, but they will not receive financial aid.
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Outreach at College “A” was basic and neutral, providing visual information on how the student’s 
GPA and completion percentage compared with the requirements. Students at this school report-
ed mixed feedback, with some students reporting that the letters felt confusing or discouraging, 
while others felt they were clear and useful.

Figure 11.  Tone of SAP Communications from Colleges

College A College B College C

Severe Encouraging Severe Encouraging Severe Encouraging

SOURCE: MDRC depiction based on a review of SAP communications provided by the three colleges in the study.

Figure 12.  Appeal Rates by College

College A College B College C

Percentage 
of Students 25%

20%

15%

10%
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations from data provided by the Minnesota State system for 
students at each of the three colleges in the study. 

NOTE: This analysis shows the number of appeals in the second, third, and fourth 
semesters for students who started in fall 2013, 2014, and 2015, and were suspended 
at the end of their second semester.
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Tips for Colleges
Schools can determine how to strengthen SAP notifications as part of a comprehensive strategy to 
increase the number of students who return to good academic standing. A few questions to guide 
this process include the following:

 � What are the distribution methods of SAP communications? Is there proof that students receive 
the notifications?

 � What is the tone of SAP communications? Is it encouraging or punitive? Do students understand 
that they can recover from a SAP sanction?

 � Do communications from colleges outline clear steps that students should take after receiving 
the notification?

 � Are students clearly told what constitutes a valid reason for appealing a SAP judgment?

BARRIER 4
Cumulative SAP requirements mean students who improve 
academically may still be suspended, and this discourages some 
students from appealing

Staff and faculty reported, and data confirmed, that students on warning 
are often suspended the following semester, even if they improve their 
performance during their warning semester. Approximately 16 percent 
of students who were warned after their first semester and enrolled in a 
second semester, earned a GPA above 2.0 and completed 67 percent or 
more of their credits in their second semester. However, they were still 
suspended because SAP policy evaluates performance over the duration 
of enrollment rather than during a specific semester. Of these students, 
only 17 percent appealed their suspension, and only 9 percent graduated 
within three years.10 This policy position could lead some students to feel 
a sense of hopelessness or a lack of procedural justice, or fairness.11 As a 
result, these students may not file an appeal despite their improved performance and the 
likelihood that their appeal may be approved.

The team found that students who return to college following prior academic difficulty may feel 
a sense of procedural injustice because their previous academic performance still impacts their 
current SAP status, regardless of how long they have been out of school.

10  This analysis was conducted using students in the first three cohorts.
11  Lind and Tyler (1988).

“Sure. I know what the next steps 

are, but I’m not gonna do ‘em be-

cause I disagree with the whole 

process.”

-Student facing SAP issues 

at multiple institutions due 

to academic challenges 

decades ago
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Tips for Colleges
Colleges can play a key role in helping students understand how different personal or academic 
factors will affect their SAP status or their right to appeal a suspension. Key considerations for im-
proving SAP outreach include the following:

 � How can the college help students who have been penalized despite a good academic per-
formance in their most recent semester, navigate their suspension, regain financial aid, and 
reenroll?

 � Do students understand the amount of time it might take to regain good academic standing? 
How can they find out?

 � What information do students receive about returning to good academic standing following a 
SAP warning?

 � Are students who return to college with a prior SAP sanction, encouraged to address their past 
status and continue their degrees?

BARRIER 5
Students on warning or probation may not seek out the academic and 
personal support they need to return to good academic standing

There is no formal requirement for students on academic warning or probation to utilize student 
supports, such as advising or tutoring. Students are encouraged to see an advisor and they often 
recognize that it would be a good idea to use these services once they are suspended. During 
interviews, students on SAP warning and probation said they could have used advisory services 
prior to suspension. They felt optimistic that they could use more services in the future, but many 
students may fail to do so, an example of the intention-action gap,12 which highlights that there 
is often a difference between what a person plans to do in the future and what they actually do. 
Students may also avoid or fail to use advisory or tutorial services for several reasons, including 
procrastination or hassle factors, such as having to make an appointment, or set aside time in 
their schedules.

Tips for Colleges
Schools can determine how to better provide or encourage the use of campus services for students 
on warning and probation. To begin this process, consider the following:

 � Identify whether some students used campus resources, such as advising, counseling, and tu-
toring, to return to good academic standing. Do other students on warning and probation status 
know that their peers have found these services helpful?

12  van Hooft et. al (2005).
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 � Are students on SAP warning and probation using campus resources? Would a formal require-
ment increase participation and student outcomes?

 � How does the institution proactively support students on SAP warning and probation in their 
quest to return to good academic standing?

SUMMARY
Students face multiple behavioral barriers to not only maintain good academic standing, but to 
return to it if they fail to satisfy SAP requirements. Although academic skill is part of a student’s 
ability to maintain good academic standing, communicating effectively with students about SAP 
requirements is also integral to their success. Many of the behavioral barriers to SAP relate to gaps 
in students’ knowledge about SAP requirements. They also relate to how different academic ac-
tions, such as withdrawing from courses, affect students’ SAP status and the academic and finan-
cial aid implications of not meeting the SAP requirements. Students may lack motivation to move 
through the SAP process if they harbor negative feelings and self-perceptions following a warning, 
suspension, or probation. Students who fail to meet SAP requirements but wish to return to good 
standing may not know how to do so, since the SAP process can be complex.

In the following, final section of this report, there is a discussion of how colleges can build on the 
study’s diagnosis findings to design solutions that address the behavioral barriers uncovered dur-
ing the Finish Line project.
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This section summarizes six key action points in this report that can help colleges address the hid-
den behavioral hurdles underlying low rates of credit intensity and satisfactory academic progress 
that prevent many college students from graduating. Behavioral science can help colleges reframe 
their student outreach to facilitate higher levels of engagement and participation. Behavioral sci-
ence can also help colleges design student-friendly practices and policies that may improve gradu-
ation rates. 

SIX STRATEGIES FOR OVERCOMING BARRIERS TO SAP AND 
INCREASING CREDIT INTENSITY
Based on the Finish Line diagnosis, colleges interested in increasing credit intensity and SAP can 
consider the following:

 � Provide students with implicit and explicit guidance on credit intensity

The team found that many students enter college without knowing how many credits or courses 
they should take. Student decisions are ultimately shaped by explicit recommendations from staff, 
such as guidance to start with a lower credit load, and implicit recommendations such as verbal 
and written messages mainstreaming part-time enrollment. Colleges should carefully review the 
messaging that students receive about credit intensity throughout their academic careers. Re-
search shows that high credit intensity and academic momentum increase the likelihood of grad-
uation.1 In turn, part-time students who are performing well academically and have the personal 
capacity to increase their credit load, should be encouraged to do so. Importantly, students should 

1  Attewell and Monaghan (2016).

The Finish Line project used the lens of behavioral science to explore barriers to credit intensity and satisfac-

tory academic progress at three community colleges in Minnesota. The project revealed that in both domains, 

there are behavioral barriers that contribute, in part, to the prevalence of low credit intensity and low rates of 

satisfactory academic progress (SAP) among community college students. These barriers are often hidden or 

less obvious than others that are typically identified in higher education research.

HOW COLLEGES CAN BUILD 
ON THE FINISH LINE FINDINGS

Section 5
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be carefully monitored to determine if a higher credit load is diminishing their academic perfor-
mance. If it is, they should be targeted with academic and personal support to overcome barriers 
and succeed.

 � Create salient opportunities to discuss the time, financial, and academic tradeoffs of 
various levels of enrollment with students

The Finish Line study found that students often do not know when they will graduate or how long 
it will take to graduate based on their enrollment levels. During field research, several students 
said questions from the research team about their estimated graduation date in relation to levels 
of credit intensity motivated them to think more deeply about their goals and, moving forward, to 
seek help from advisers. This suggests that students need relevant and interactive communication 
and guidance about the time, financial, and academic tradeoffs of various levels of enrollment. 
Colleges might consider interactive activities in new student orientations to demonstrate how en-
rolling at various credit levels might affect a student’s schedule (including availability for work and 
family), short-and long-term academic success (including time-to-degree), and finances (including 
the direct costs of attendance and opportunity costs such as obtaining a higher-paying job).

 � Carefully monitor students throughout their first semester, designating resources for 
students who are in danger of receiving a warning or dropping out of college

It is critical to identify first-semester students who are struggling as soon as possible. The Finish 
Line study found that after just one semester, 34 percent of students receive a warning that their 
academic progress is not satisfactory. Of these students, 47 percent do not reenroll for the follow-
ing semester. Proactive advising and monitoring have been shown to help. To reduce the number 
of students who receive a warning at the end of the first semester, colleges can consider identify-
ing struggling students through an early alert software system, evaluations of midterm grades, or 
close coordination with faculty members, and target resources for academic support accordingly. 

 � Develop a comprehensive communications strategy to ensure that students are aware of 
academic requirements along with their current SAP status, and promote support servic-
es that help maintain good academic standing

Communication from their college is the primary way students learn whether they are maintaining 
SAP. It became clear during the Finish Line diagnosis that the amount, content, and tone of SAP 
messages that students receive from the school are important. The findings suggest that colleges 
should employ two actions to improve their outreach about SAP. Firstly, colleges can use firm but 
reassuring and action-oriented language in notices to students on SAP warning and suspension. 
Students at College “C” received more positive and action-oriented warning and suspension no-
tices and were more likely to appeal their suspension, affording them the opportunity to continue 
their education. (See Figures 11 and 12.) Furthermore, as discussed in Section 1, a study found that 
revising probation letters to be more positive and include testimonials from students who returned 
to good academic standing following a SAP sanction, increased the number of students who came 
off probation. Secondly, colleges can create a more comprehensive and salient SAP strategy. The 
strategy could target students at all stages of the SAP process (including students in good stand-
ing) with relevant and timely information. For example, instead of limiting SAP outreach to orien-
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tation alone, students could receive regular reminders about SAP policies and services such as 
tutoring during key times throughout the semester, such as before and after exam periods.

 � Redesign communications and institutional policies to reduce the negative consequence 
of unofficial withdrawals

The Finish Line diagnosis made clear that not only do a significant proportion of students withdraw 
from courses, some stop attending classes without properly withdrawing from them. To address 
this problem, colleges can send reminders about withdrawal procedures to students, and discuss 
the benefits and consequences of following these procedures. This may reduce the number of stu-
dents who fail to withdraw. But a more effective approach may be to redesign the withdrawal poli-
cy itself so that the grade students receive for an unofficial withdrawal is counted as a “W” instead 
of an “F.” This change in institutional policy could help improve outcomes for all students facing 
unofficial withdrawal. Several Minnesota State colleges are implementing a similar reform with 
great success. These colleges are dropping classes that a student never attends from their tran-
script without assigning them a punitive “FN” grade for failure. College administrators report that 
this simple but logical policy-level change has spared these students from receiving a SAP sanction 
and saved them from paying tuition for classes they never attended. As a result, these students can 
return to college free from financial and administrative burdens.

 � Consider policy level reforms for SAP

During the Finish Line diagnosis phase, the research team found that because SAP guidelines are 
directed by federal requirements, it is difficult for college administrators to experiment with SAP 
policies. This highlights the need to reexamine federal SAP policies. In particular, the cumulative 
nature of SAP requirements can cause a student who was previously on warning to get suspended 
and not return to college even though their most recent semester GPA was satisfactory. Although 
cumulative requirements could be beneficial in some scenarios, it might be helpful to allow sanc-
tioned students whose performance has improved to obtain financial aid for an additional semes-
ter without having to formally file an appeal.

GETTING MORE STUDENTS TO THE FINISH LINE
Colleges can address the behavioral barriers to credit intensity and satisfactory academic progress 
that have been identified in this report. The insights and suggestions discussed in this section 
provide a starting point. Any interventions should be assessed to confirm that they have led to 
the desired outcome such as, for example, an increase in credits earned, or a higher percentage 
of students who meet SAP requirements. The evaluation of an initiative also helps an institution 
identify unintentional consequences and obtain feedback from students and stakeholders to refine 
and continuously improve the intervention or reform. Implementing strategies to help students 
increase their credit intensity, while remaining in good academic and financial standing, are impor-
tant steps toward helping more students cross the finish line to graduation.
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Data Sources

Appendix A
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The Finish Line project relied on several qualitative and quantitative data sources described below.

QUALITATIVE DATA
 � FIELD RESEARCH: During the spring and summer 2018 semesters, MDRC conducted calls, inter-

views, and focus groups with students and staff at the three participating colleges to explore 
policies, processes, and perspectives related to credit intensity and SAP.

 � PRE- AND POST-ORIENTATION STUDENT SURVEYS: At each of the three colleges, students who 
attended one new student orientation session during the last week of July 2018 were invited to 
complete a survey before the orientation session began (pre-survey) and after they complet-
ed the orientation session (post-survey) to better understand their motivation for attending 
college, decision making regarding credit load, and awareness of SAP policy. The surveys were 
informal and not intended to be representative of the entire new student population. Instead, 
data from both surveys were analyzed to understand general, qualitative trends.

 � DOCUMENT REVIEWS: Documents related to credit intensity and SAP were collected and reviewed 
to understand official policies and the information that students received related to the two 
domains.

The table below provides additional detail on the diagnosis activities and participant samples.

Diagnosis Activities and Participant Samples 

NORMANDALE ROCHESTER INVER HILLS TOTAL
Calls, interviews, or focus groups
Advisors, counselors 14 11 8 33

Financial aid staff 2 1 2 5

Senior Administrators (VPs, Provosts) 4 5 2 11

Faculty 4 2 2 8

Full-time, good standing students 3 6 12 21

Part-time, good standing students 3 3 4 10

Students on SAP warning 3 2 5 10

Students on SAP suspension 1 0 6 7

Students on SAP probation 2 0 4 6

New Students (post orientation) 4 5 2 11

Surveys
Students surveyed both pre- and post-orientation 24 21 24 69

Students surveyed pre-orientation only 10 2 4 16

Students surveyed post-orientation only 5 2 0 7
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QUANTITATIVE DATA
The team obtained 74,265 student records from the Minnesota State system, spanning four years of 
enrollment from the spring 2013 semester to the spring 2017 semester for students at the three Fin-
ish Line colleges. The data were analyzed to understand relationships between credit enrollment 
and student success and SAP patterns. Specific sources include:

 � DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION: This source included data on all students enrolled in at least one 
term between spring 2013 and spring 2017, by entry term (which could be prior to spring 2013), 
excluding high school student and non-credit students.

 � PLACEMENT TEST RESULTS: This source included students’ placement test scores for each test 
taken between spring 2013 and spring 2017, regardless of whether the student was enrolled in 
those semesters.

 � STUDENT TRANSCRIPTS AND REGISTRATION: This source included course registration and tran-
script data for each student enrolled between spring 2013 and spring 2017. Data did not include 
non-credit courses, partnered courses, visiting credits (credits earned at other institutions, but 
considered as local resident credits), or other special residential credits (such as credit for prior 
learning).

 � SATISFACTORY ACADEMIC PROGRESS (SAP): This source included the SAP status for each student at 
the end of each term between spring 2013 and spring 2017 and information about SAP appeals. 
It was noted that warning, suspension, and probation data may have data integrity issues due to 
manual data entry errors, or internal processes that do not yield accurate historic data.

 � MAJOR DECLARATIONS: This source included information about students’ declared program 
major for each term of enrollment between spring 2013 and spring 2017. No data was provided 
if a student was not enrolled in a given term, or if the major declared was not tied to a program 
(such as undeclared majors or some “pre-majors”).

 � DEGREE ATTAINMENT: This source included credentials earned by students enrolled between 
spring 2013 and spring 2017. This dataset did not contain credentials conferred between spring 
2013 and spring 2017 to students who were not enrolled in at least one term during that time-
frame.

 � FINANCIAL AID: This source included financial aid eligibility and receipt for students enrolled 
between spring 2013 and spring 2017.
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Detailed SAP Process Map

Appendix B
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Appendix Figure B.  General SAP Process for Students at Minnesota State System Colleges

 SOURCE: Process map developed by MDRC based 
on student and staff interviews, document re-
views, and data provided by the Minnesota State 
system.
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Selected Behavioral Barriers and Solutions with 
Examples from the Finish Line Project

Appendix C
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Appendix Table C.  Selected Behavioral Barriers and Solutions with Examples from the Finish Line Project

GENERAL BEHAVIORAL CONCEPT EXAMPLES FROM THE FINISH LINE PROJECT

Behavioral Barrier Definition General Solutions
Identified Credit Intensity 
or SAP Barrier Potential Intervention to Address the Barrier

Social Norms and Social Proof 
People often take their behavioral 
cues from the perceived behavior 
of others and make choices based 
on how peers behave in a similar 
situation.

Shift social norms by 
emphasizing how the 
student’s desired be-
havior aligns with the 
behavior of others.

Students take lower credit 
loads due to institutional and 
social norms.

Highlight that many successful students attend college 
full time and share testimonials of students who in-
creased their credit intensity and the resources they used 
to help them manage the higher credit loads. 

Anchoring
People often make decisions based 
on the way information is initially 
presented.

Prompt students 
to reconsider initial 
choices at appropri-
ate times; change the 
initial guidance. 

New students are initially 
advised to take lower credit 
loads and may become an-
chored to their first semester 
guidance.

Proactively reach out to students who did well aca-
demically in their first semester and encourage them to 
increase their credit intensity.

Status Quo Bias
People tend to stick with a previous 
decision or do nothing so that things 
stay the same.

Change the status 
quo to something 
more likely to be in 
the best interest of 
the student.

New students are initially ad-
vised to take lower credit loads 
and may become anchored to 
their first semester guidance.

Rather than requiring students to create their own sched-
ules each semester, recommend schedules for students 
based on their prior performance. Allow students to opt 
out of the recommended schedule, if their personal com-
mitments require them to do so. 

Present Bias
People tend to give stronger weight 
to an immediate payoff (earnings in 
the short term) over a longer-term 
benefit (earnings in the long term).

Reframe messaging to 
make it more salient 
and emphasize the 
benefits of shorter- 
term actions.

Students may not fully un-
derstand the implications of 
part-time attendance on time-
to-degree.

Create ways for students to understand how long it will 
take them to graduate at various credit levels. Highlight 
the costs — such as institutional fees, transportation 
costs, and opportunity costs such as potential for higher 
wages — associated with taking longer to graduate. 
Emphasize money and time saved by taking a higher load 
in the current semester. 

Ostrich Effect 
People often avoid what they think 
will be bad news.

Frame messages in 
more friendly terms 
and emphasize that 
the college can offer 
help.

Students on warning or 
suspension may be unaware 
of their SAP status or avoid 
engaging with it, which leads 
to inaction.

Make the tone of SAP communications friendlier and high-
light action steps that make students feel supported and 
allow them to take control over the process.

(continued)
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GENERAL BEHAVIORAL CONCEPT EXAMPLES FROM THE FINISH LINE PROJECT

Behavioral Barrier Definition General Solutions
Identified Credit Intensity 
or SAP Barrier Potential Intervention to Address the Barrier

Hassle Factors
A person’s willingness to act is 
often impeded by seemingly small 
barriers. 

Make processes 
easy, simple, and 
automatic.

Students often make the 
choice about whether or not to 
withdraw without fully under-
standing the implications that 
either action can have on their 
SAP status, which can cause 
negative SAP consequences.

Streamline the withdrawal process and reduce the hassle 
of having to officially withdraw by automatically giving 
students who stop attending class a “W” instead of a 
failing grade, such as “FW” or “FN.”

Procedural Justice
People tend to place importance 
on their perceived sense of fairness 
when making a decision. 

Increase the trans-
parency about how 
decisions are made.

Students who improve aca-
demically may still be sus-
pended due to the cumulative 
nature of SAP requirements, 
causing them to choose not 
to appeal because they get 
discouraged. 

Proactively inform students on warning that they may 
be suspended even if they do well that semester. Provide 
clear steps on how they can appeal and encourage them 
to continue their degree. 

A more effective intervention would be a federal policy 
change that allows institutions to forgo suspension and 
automatically administer aid to students on warning who 
do well or to students who return to college after several 
years. 

Intention-Action Gap
People often experience a discon-
nect between what they plan to do 
and what they actually do.

Provide prompts and 
planning tools to help 
students take steps to 
complete their goal. 

Students on warning or proba-
tion may not seek out the ac-
ademic and personal support 
they need to return to good 
academic standing.

To increase the use of student services that help students 
return to good academic standing, require the use of stu-
dent services or encourage students to commit to using 
services regularly. 

Appendix Table C  (continued)
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About MDRC
MDRC is a nonprofit, nonpartisan social and education policy re-
search organization dedicated to learning what works to improve 
the well-being of low-income people. Through its research and the 
active communication of its findings, MDRC seeks to enhance the ef-
fectiveness of social and education policies and programs.

Founded in 1974 and located in New York; Oakland, California; Wash-
ington, DC; and Los Angeles, MDRC is best known for mounting 
rigorous, large-scale, real-world tests of new and existing policies 
and programs. Its projects are a mix of demonstrations (field tests 
of promising new program approaches) and evaluations of ongo-
ing government and community initiatives. MDRC’s staff members 
bring an unusual combination of research and organizational expe-
rience to their work, providing expertise on the latest in qualitative 
and quantitative methods and on program design, development, 
implementation, and management. MDRC seeks to learn not just 
whether a program is effective but also how and why the program’s 
effects occur. In addition, it tries to place each project’s findings in 
the broader context of related research — in order to build knowl-
edge about what works across the social and education policy 
fields. MDRC’s findings, lessons, and best practices are shared with 
a broad audience in the policy and practitioner community as well 
as with the general public and the media.

Over the years, MDRC has brought its unique approach to an ev-
er-growing range of policy areas and target populations. Once 
known primarily for evaluations of state welfare-to-work programs, 
today MDRC is also studying public school reforms, employment 
programs for ex-prisoners, and programs to help low-income stu-
dents succeed in college. MDRC’s projects are organized into five 
areas:

 � Promoting Family Well-Being and Children’s Development

 � Improving Public Education

 � Raising Academic Achievement and Persistence in College

 � Supporting Low-Wage Workers and Communities

 � Overcoming Barriers to Employment

Working in almost every state, all of the nation’s largest cities, and 
Canada and the United Kingdom, MDRC conducts its projects in 
partnership with national, state, and local governments, public 
school systems, community organizations, and numerous private 
philanthropies.
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