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Course Length and Student Success
Quantitative Analysis of 7-Week Courses

Project Background

Since 2021, many of Tennessee’s community colleges 

have increased the number of courses taught in 7-

week terms, which cut traditional 15-week semesters 

approximately in half. This trend has created an urgent 

need for research about the impact of 7-week courses 

on colleges, including students, faculty, and staff. TBR – 

The College System of Tennessee received a grant 

from Ascendium Education Group to conduct a mixed 

methods study of 7-week courses with a team of 

academic researchers. Quantitative analyses use data 

from all 13 community colleges, while qualitative work 

was conducted with three community colleges. 

The project team will publish a series of policy briefs 

throughout 2024. Policy Brief #1 (February 2024) and 

Policy Brief #2 (June 2024) share results from 

descriptive and correlational quantitative analyses 

about 7-week courses. Subsequent policy briefs will 

share qualitative insights from students, faculty, and 

staff and integrate all findings to provide broad 

perspective on the impact of 7-week courses.

Key Findings

This executive summary provides high-level overview 

of Policy Brief #2, which presents results from 

quantitative analyses that estimate relationships 

between 7-week courses and various student 

outcomes. Four key findings from Policy Brief #2 

include the following, which are explored in greater 

depth on the subsequent two pages:

1. Compared to 15-week courses, 7-week courses are 

associated with improved course outcomes.

2. Course outcomes are better in the first 7-week 

session relative to the second 7-week session.

3. Associations between 7-week courses and first-

semester outcomes are mixed, while associations 

with first-year outcomes are more positive.

4. Though we observe improved outcomes for all 

student subgroups with 7-week course experience, 

the sizes of the associations vary by subgroup.
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Relative to 15-week courses, systemwide 

results indicate that in 7-week courses:

• Course pass rates are 3.8 percentage 

points higher.

• Course failure rates are 0.6 percentage 

points lower.

• Course withdrawal rates are 3.3 

percentage points lower, a 50.8% 

reduction in the 6.5% withdrawal rate 

for 15-week courses.

• Average grade points earned is 0.175 

higher (i.e., 1 in 6 students improves 

their grade by one letter).

Associations between 7-week courses and 

outcomes vary by college, subject, and 

course but are largely aligned with our 

main results.

Compared to 15-week courses, 7-week courses are associated with 

improved course outcomes.

Based on course outcomes from fall 2015 through spring 2023.

Compared to 15-week courses:

• Course pass rates are higher in the first 

7 weeks and negligibly lower in the 

second 7 weeks.

• Course failure rates are lower in the 

first 7 weeks and higher in the second 

7 weeks.

• Course withdrawal rates are lower in 

the first and second 7 weeks.

• Average grade points earned is higher 

in both the first and second 7 weeks, 

but the increase is larger in the first 7 

weeks.

Because we account for a robust set of 

student characteristics, the differences in 

outcomes are not attributable to the 

demographic, socioeconomic, or academic 

characteristics of the students enrolled.

Course outcomes are better in the first 7-week session relative to the 

second 7-week session.

Based on course outcomes from fall 2015 through spring 2023.
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For students who took any 7-week 

courses in their first semester, we find 

mixed associations for first-semester 

outcomes: 

• We estimate no significant 

relationship with percent of 

attempted hours earned.

• We estimate a negative relationship 

with fall-to-spring persistence.

In Policy Brief #2, we further explore 

associations between 7-week courses and 

first-semester outcomes and find that 

they vary by college, by type of 7-week 

course(s) taken, and over time.

For students who took any 7-week 

courses in their first year, there is a 

positive relationship with first-year 

outcomes: percent of attempted hours 

earned and fall-to-fall persistence.

Associations between 7-week courses and first-semester outcomes are 

mixed, while associations with first-year outcomes are more positive.

All outcomes are based on data from fall 2015 through spring 2023; 

fall-to-fall persistence also includes fall 2023 data.

Compared to the associations between 7-

week courses and outcomes that we 

estimate for all students:

• Associations are generally larger for 

adult students (age 25+) and students 

who require any learning support.

• Associations are typically smaller 

(though still positive) for Black 

students and female students.

• Most associations are not 

significantly different for Hispanic 

students and Pell recipients relative to 

their non-Hispanic and non-Pell peers 

(respectively).

The figure to the right shows associations 

between 7-week courses and course pass 

rates for each of the six subgroups we 

studied. Additional outcomes are included 

in Policy Brief #2.

Though we observe improved outcomes for all student subgroups with 

7-week course experience, the sizes of the associations vary by subgroup.

Based on course outcomes from fall 2015 through spring 2023. The 

dotted horizontal line represents the association between 7-week 

courses and pass rates for all students. LS = Learning Support.
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