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Abstract

As the demand for college degrees has increased, college enrollment has grown
significantly, and economic forces have applied greater pressure on the higher education
environment to produce more degrees and better post-graduation outcomes. Many public
colleges and universities have felt these pressures distinctly because of their state funding
environments and the specific expectations that exist within them. While college aspirations and
attendance have broadly improved, achievement gaps persist along cultural, generational, and
socioeconomic lines. In an effort to navigate and negotiate institutional goals, public
expectations, economic needs, and educational ideals, institutions engage in diverse approaches
to recruitment and retention. Academic bridge programs are one type of intervention used to help
incoming college students relatively at risk of attrition to transition to college. This mixed-
methods, multiphase study evaluates one year of a new comprehensive bridge program serving
first-generation and low-income freshmen from the Arkansas Delta region at the state’s flagship
university. Retention and academic performance of participants and eligible nonparticipants were
quantitatively analyzed and compared to assess the program’s effectiveness. The participant
experience was explored using quantitative and qualitative methods to capture their assessment
of the program’s helpfulness and their personal reflections about it.

Findings indicate that the bridge program served students who were relatively
disadvantaged as incoming college students even compared to similar students more at-risk than
the general student, and that the program was associated with a very small positive effect on one-
year retention. More and deeper investigation is needed to fully assess the influence of the
program and whether it constitutes a cost-effective strategy for improving diverse enrollment and

retention.
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I. Introduction
Context of the Problem

The social and political fabric of the American dream is woven with thick threads of
individualism, self-improvement, and socioeconomic mobility reflecting confident, widely held
assumptions of equal opportunity and meritocracy. Public education is fundamental to this value
system because schooling is perhaps the only primary factor affecting mobility that is not defined
entirely by inheritance (Chetty, Hendren, Kline & Saez, 2014). It is higher education that persists
as a statistically promising vehicle of upward mobility, an implied social contract that depends
on affordability and accessibility (Yankelovich, 2009).

The meritocratic power of a college education is indeed strong and may be growing;
the bachelor’s degree has a robust association with mobility in social class, occupation, earnings
and household income (Torche, 2011). But family background, comprising these and other
birthright qualities — the location and resources of the community one is born into or raised in;
parents’ educational attainment and career, etc. — is a powerful predictor of educational access,
achievement, and outcomes (Bastedo, 2016). More students are enrolling in college today than
ever before, but gaps in access to and success through college persist nationally; college
attendance has increased among minority, low-income and first-generation populations, but it
has done so at significantly lesser rates than it has among majority students — students of color
and those from low-income families lag significantly in college-going behind their white and
wealthier peers (Aud et al, 2011; Bastedo, 2006; Perna and Swail, 2001). In the context of the
American ethos of equal opportunity and rewards for hard work, this is a formidable catch that
presents a compelling and important public policy problem.

The American economic climate in the new millennium, with its deep recession and



slow recovery, has propelled significant change in the landscape of higher education with the
growing demands for educated adults and resultant rising college-going rates and increased
college costs for students and for schools. A shared sense of urgency among a large and diverse
population of stakeholders — federal and state governments, cities and communities, industry and
innovation, colleges and universities, students and families — is shaping the definition of this
problem and setting the policy agenda in terms of higher education access, affordability,
achievement, and accountability.

A long-growing body of literature on student persistence and academic retention presents
numerous obstacles to college completion, ranging from academic under-preparedness for
college-level work, financial and other external hardships, low expectations for achievement,
lack of commitment to goals, and a variety of other cognitive and noncognitive factors.
According to Bettinger, Boatman, and Long (2013), the chief barrier to college completion is
academic under-preparedness for college-level coursework, and students with college readiness
deficiencies are also likely to experience financial and other hardships that imperil their success
in higher education. Low-income, first-generation and minority college students are
disproportionately likely to have attended high schools with less rigorous academic standards
and environments of lower expectations regarding college attendance and achievement
(Roderick, Nagaoka & Coca, 2009; Walpole et al, 2008).

Across decades of student affairs research and practice, matters of academic competence
and academic support are considered alongside psychosocial, socioeconomic and other factors in
the leading theories and models of retention. Tinto’s especially salient theory of student
departure (1975) suggested that colleges and universities must engage and support students

academically and socially and nurture their students’ institutional commitment in order to retain



them. Astin’s (1984) similarly influential theory of student involvement emphasized the
importance of college students’ academic and social engagement as a function of the time and
intensity of their involvement and the quality and relevance of in-class and co-curricular learning
opportunities. Conceptual models and broad reviews of the literature on opportunities,
interactions and outcomes between students and college generally consider the institutional
environment, students’ incoming and demographic characteristics, academic skills and
competencies, and psychosocial factors as key dimensions of what affects retention; their scope
and complexity reflects the multiple dimensions and layers of the problem, which are likely best
with interventions that take into account the complicated interactions of those forces and factors
rather than reduce and isolate them into more discrete variables (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005;
Perna & Thomas, 2008; Reason, 2009).

Summer bridge programs, generally defined as transitional experiences for first-time
freshmen whose incoming characteristics indicate relative risk for attrition, are one increasingly
common and comprehensive intervention that colleges and universities facilitate to improve the
retention rates of those student populations through a diverse range of academic, social, and
other support (Bettinger, Boatman & Long, 2013; Kezar, 2000; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005;
Strayhorn, 2011; Walpole et al, 2008). However, there is significant need for research into the
effectiveness of such programs (Bettinger, Boatman & Long, 2013; Garcia, 1991; Garcia and
Paz, 2009; Strayhorn, 2011).

Context of the Study

Increasing retention and graduation rates is a key priority for the University of Arkansas,

a land-grant institution and the flagship campus in a state where college completion rates in four-

year public institutions rank near the bottom among all 50 states and the District of Columbia.



The state is largely rural, a characteristic associated with low college attendance and completion,
and in this millennium has suffered the highest rate of children in low-income families (National
Center for Children in Poverty 2004). Among its primary natural regions is the Arkansas Delta,
which has some of the lowest population densities in the American South and continues to be
plagued by poverty, unemployment, low-performing schools and poor educational attainment.
Arkansas’ historical and continuing struggle with these demographics — rural isolation, low-
income families, relatively few college-educated adults — that are strongly linked to poor college
access and very low college completion rates have left it ripe for policy innovation regarding
retention and graduation.

The University of Arkansas graduates more students with more degrees and demonstrates
greater retention and completion rates among all demographics than any other four-year public in
the state. But with a current 61.2% six-year graduation rate, a growth of three percentage points
since 2010, it has not met its goals to reach 66% by 2015 and 70% by 2021. Retention and
graduation rates at the University of Arkansas reflect national demographic trends, with minority
and low-income students continuing and completing at lower than average rates.

Among a growing number of programs and interventions designed to improve retention
among underrepresented and under-resourced students at the University of Arkansas is the
Accelerate Student Achievement Program (ASAP), a four-year summer bridge pilot serving
diverse cohorts of low-income and first-generation new freshmen from 26 counties representing
the Arkansas Delta. The most recent first-year retention rate among all incoming UA students
from that region was 83%, with first-generation and low-income students from that area retaining
at a first-year rate of 75%. In 2016, the 4-year graduation rate of all incoming UA students from

the 26-county ASAP region was 48.2%, and the 6-year rate was 62.9%; for low-income and first-



generation students, these rates are 34% and 50.4%, respectively. In 2015, students of color from
these counties achieved a 4-year graduation rate of 27.3% and a 6-year rate of 45%.

Each summer for at least four years, a diverse group of 100 incoming low-income, first-
generation freshmen from across the Delta region will be selected to participate, enrolling in
seven credit hours in the summer before their first fall semester. Courses will include math,
composition, and assertiveness training, and the program covers the cost of tuition, books, room
and board, staff support, and activities. ASAP is a comprehensive bridge program designed to
support participants’ social and academic transition to college by easing into foundational
college coursework, receiving mentoring from current students and staff, and early connections
with critical campus resources. The program goal is to achieve for each cohort higher academic
performance, retention and graduation rates than similarly situated students from that region
have demonstrated in recent years.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to evaluate the effectiveness of the first ASAP bridge
summer program and subsequent academic year, according to the program’s stated objectives
and relevant student outcomes. These included quantitative assessments of the bridge cohort
attendance, participation, and retention; first-year retention and academic performance based on
student course completions and grades and persistence at the University of Arkansas;
quantitative comparisons to eligible first-generation and low-income students from the same
region who did not participate but who matriculated to the same institution; and quantitative and
qualitative data regarding students’ experiences with the program and their assessment of its

effectiveness as an intervention for improving college readiness.



Research Questions

1. What is the academic and demographic profile of the first ASAP student cohort and how
does it compare to the cohort of ASAP-eligible nonparticipants?

2. Before beginning the ASAP bridge program, how do students in the first ASAP cohort
self-assess non-cognitive skills associated with college readiness and success?

3. How does first-semester and first-year academic performance and retention among the
ASAP students compare overall to ASAP-eligible nonparticipants?

4. After participating in the ASAP summer bridge and experiencing college as full-time
students, how do students appraise the value of the program?

Definitions

Bridge program: A high school-to-college transition program, generally with academic and
social support components, designed to improve college readiness and retention at a
given institution (Bettinger, Boatman & Long, 2013; Kezar, 2000; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005; Perna & Swail, 2001; Strayhorn, 2011; Walpole et al, 2008).

Persistence: In higher education, a measure of student success and a reflection of individual
student goals for educational attainment, via progress toward a degree at or across any
college or university (Reason, 2009; Black, 2001; Tinto, 1999).

Retention: In higher education, an institutional metric of student success reflecting a student’s
matriculation and continued progress toward degree completion at one college or
university; retention is an institutional goal to keep and graduate students (Reason, 2009;
Black, 2001; Tinto, 1999).

Success: Success is a subjective and variable concept. In this study and in the relevant literature,

success 1s defined by the institutional, student, and/or programmatic context and



constituents; i.e. retention, as noted above, is an institutional metric of success;

persistence is a student success measure; program success is determined by its stated

goals and metrics relative to outputs and outcomes (Reason, 2009).
Assumptions

Multiple assumptions of philosophy and practice underlie this study. First, it is framed by
the principal assumptions that achievement gaps relative to postsecondary attainment are a
problem deserving of research, resources, and policy solutions; that college completion
represents a successful outcome; and that ideally prospective college students should be
adequately prepared for college, enroll and persist toward graduation. The emphasis on retention
assumes that generally speaking and definitely within the context of academic support programs
like the bridge program being evaluated here, persistence and retention are compatible ideals that
can serve the interests of both students and institutions in higher education. Eligibility criteria for
ASAP program participation were defined by geographic, demographic, and academic
characteristics of incoming students and the assumption that certain qualities, including relatively
lower grades, ACT scores, pre-college completion of college-preparatory or college-level
coursework, low-income and first-generation status, are associated with relatively higher risk of
student success in college. This bridge program evaluation study assumes that early exposure to
college coursework and intensive, ongoing academic and personal support are likely to
contribute to higher college achievement for students relatively at risk of academic attrition.
Methodologically, I am operating under the assumption that a combination of quantitative and
qualitative data provides meaningful insights that would not be captured by singular methods and

research designs.



Limitations

This program evaluation study was limited to the first year of a four-year pilot program
serving a socioeconomically and geographically defined cohort of students from one region of
one state attending the same public university. The participants were limited to first-generation
and/or low-income high school graduates of 26 counties in East Arkansas who made the
University of Arkansas their college of choice and who opted to participate in the bridge summer
program (N=82), and the comparison group is limited to the pool of program-eligible students
who chose not to participate but who also matriculated to the University of Arkansas (N=86).
The students and regions served by the program represent unique cultural, educational,
industrial, socioeconomic and other environmental factors that limit the external validity of
findings.
Significance of the Study

The current state of summer bridge program research and evaluation is inadequate, with
few campuses engaging in complete evaluation processes sufficient to demonstrate evidence that
such programs are meeting their stated objectives (Bettinger, Boatman & Long, 2013; Garcia,
1991; Garcia & Paz, 2009; Perna, 2002; Strayhorn, 2011). Some bridge studies have focused on
programs at two-year colleges (e.g. Ackermann, 1991; Kallison & Stader, 2012), where
commuter culture and close collaborations with local high schools yield very different conditions
than at four-year universities. Others focus on very small cohorts targeting specific
demographics or academic interests. Very few examples of rigorous summer bridge program
studies exist, and there is a particular dearth regarding first-generation and low-income students

from rural communities. Despite this, summer bridge programs are touted as auspicious scaffolds



for improving retention and graduation among at-risk students, but reputation and rhetoric alone
will and should not propel bridge programs into perpetual funding and continuation.

The potential of the summer bridge intervention, along with its growing application and
high cost but concomitant lack of evidence demonstrating effectiveness present a significant
need for further and rigorous inquiry. This study, focused on first-generation, low-income and
minority students from rural, under-resourced schools and communities, will help to fill a
significant gap in the research. As an evaluation of the first year of an important pilot initiative at
a large comprehensive research university and land grant institution serving many first-
generation and low-income students in a state with relatively low educational attainment, this
study should have meaningful implications for institutional research and practice regarding
diversity and retention efforts. Despite its limitations regarding larger generalizability, this study
has the potential to reveal important insights regarding the academic and psychosocial college
transition of relatively at-risk freshmen.

Conceptual Framework

In their extensive review of research on how college affects students, Pascarella and
Terenzini (2005) suggested that in general studies on student outcomes have been framed
narrowly by theories of behavior that focus on individual or few factors at a time; they called for
a broader and more integrated approach to studying student change in college: “...the evidence
suggests that these outcomes are interdependent, that learning is holistic rather than segmented,
and that multiple forces operate in multiple settings to shape student learning and change in ways
that cross the ‘cognitive-affective’ divide...change in any given area appears to be the product of

a holistic set of multiple influences” (p. 629). “Such complexity suggests that studies focused



narrowly on one or another discrete dimension of the college experience are likely to present
only a partial picture of the forces at work” (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005, p. 630).

Tinto’s (1975, 1987) model of student retention and departure centered on social and
academic integration. Astin’s (1975) theory of student involvement focused on student
development as a function of their co-curricular engagement on campus. Berger and Braxton
(1998) contributed to the literature the concept of organizational behavior, meaning the policies
and actions of administration, faculty and staff, and its influence on undergraduate retention.
Perna and Thomas (2008) discussed various discipline-centered approaches to studying student
success, criticizing most as highly segmented and overly simplified and proposing for a broader
and more holistic definition of student success. They operationalized success across ten
indicators of college readiness, enrollment, retention and post-graduate achievement (Perna &
Thomas, 2008).

Against that vast landscape, Terenzini and Reason (2005) crystallized the need for a more
comprehensive approach to studying college student outcomes with a synthesis of salient
theoretical and conceptual frameworks. Reason (2009) further applied it specifically to the study
of student persistence and academic retention. This framework, a “comprehensive model of
influences on student learning and persistence,” incorporates students’ precollege experiences
and incoming characteristics, as well the influence of organizational context and peer
environment on the individual student experience, in considering what leads to persistence and
retention (p. 661).

I applied Terenzini and Reason’s (2005) framework and Reason’s (2009) conceptual
model to my study of the ASAP summer bridge program, using the framework’s four constructs

(the sociodemographic and academic characteristics incoming students bring to college; the

10



academic and administrative context; the peer environment; and the experience of student
participants during and after the summer bridge program) to examine the bridge program design
and to contextualize the results of the program evaluation. My research employed a mixed-
methods approach to explore and describe characteristics of students, their experiences, and the
organizational and social contexts that frame the program, and to analyze program effectiveness
according to its stated goals and metrics. Using Reason’s (2009) comprehensive model is
especially relevant given the comprehensive retention supports and goals of the ASAP program,
which comprise academic skills, the social environment, and the institution’s culture of diversity
and access in service to its land-grant mission. In considering the interactive and interdependent
forces influencing retention relative to this program, and in comparing ASAP summer bridge
completer outcomes to those of a socioeconomically and geographically matched nonparticipant
comparison group, I hope to contribute to the body of knowledge about summer bridge programs

and indicate directions for further research.
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I1. Review of the Literature
Introduction

American higher education is a powerful and promising vehicle of upward mobility, with
“the potential to lift people from one social stratum to another” (Swail, 2000, pp. 85-86). More
students are enrolling in college today than ever before, but socioeconomic achievement gaps
persist nationally. Higher education aspirations and realizations have increased among minority,
low-income and first-generation students but have done so at significantly lesser rates than
among those with inherited legacies of financial resources and college completion (Aud et al,
2011; Perna and Swail, 2001; Roderick, Nagaoka & Coca, 2009; Walpole et al, 2008). With a
large and growing share of jobs requiring a bachelor’s degree or further education and
specialization, which also guide career opportunity, mobility and earning potential, college
completion is an understood and important goal, and low persistence and graduation rates are
salient problems demanding policy attention and action (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2013; U.S.
Department of Education, 2011).

Throughout the latter half of the last century, national public higher education policy was
focused on college access issues; now attention and urgency has shifted toward retention and
graduation rates (Tinto, 2004). The charge to better ensure college retention and completion sits
largely with public institutions, from community colleges to research universities, which educate
the majority of American students seeking degrees after high school. Both performance and
market-based accountability metrics direct public attention and policy to retention and
graduation rates. Colleges and universities are under intensifying pressure from both public and
private constituents and stakeholders to serve more students and produce more degrees, all while

improving access, affordability, and amenities (Jenkins & Rodriguez, 2013). Since the 1990s, the

12



interactions between government and public institutions of higher education have become
increasingly tense, with “governmental authorities...no longer as receptive to the traditional self-
regulatory processes that have dominated university development for centuries” and states
increasingly driven by the economic climate to fine-tune their demands of institutions with
respect to accountable, efficient and productive use of public resources (Alexander, 2000, p.
411). “As the gap between higher education’s rhetoric about its public purposes and the reality of
its current performance grows, the special place of higher education — a place supported by the
public because of the benefits it receives in return — is imperiled” (Newman, Couturier & Scurry,
2010, p. 4).

At the same time, those public resources have been in sharp and steady decline for
several decades, in terms of both state and federal funding. Institutional needs to counterweigh
those losses through tuition increases have presented alongside lower purchasing power of
federal Pell grants and a general emphasis on federal loans over grants, which shifts the burden
of financial aid expense from taxpayers onto students and families (Smith, 2001). While college
affordability have been increasingly illuminated as significant obstacles to higher education
opportunity, the new era in financial aid policy emphasizes merit over need and ‘“has shifted
from students who need assistance to pay college costs to those who often do not have need but
whose parents vote” (Smith, 2001, p. 50). The interaction of educational and economic factors
relative to college access and achievement have produced an environment of need for
affordability and student success.

What constitutes merit is an important question in a socioeconomic environment in which
education is a gateway opportunity and the topography of the political and educational landscape

is defined by meritocratic values of individual talent and effort. These ideals are deeply rooted in
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American consciousness, which believes in fair competition on a level playing field (Alon &
Tienda, 2007). In a meritocracy, “social status becomes increasingly dependent on an
individual’s level of education” (Liu 2011, p. 384). At this time in higher education, as more and
more students pursue this ideal via college aspirations against a backdrop of unevenly distributed
educational resources and persistent achievement gaps, definitions of merit have powerful
implications for distributive justice (Liu, 2011). How students’ individual characteristics —
including both ascriptive traits and also qualities of effort and achievement — are weighed within
the systems and processes that provide access to higher education and support through college
matters a great deal.

Colleges and universities are uniquely situated to create, facilitate and evaluate
interventions to increase matriculation and improve retention and graduation rates. Cabrera,
LaNasa and Burkum (2001) have advised that these should be designed and implemented to
serve students, families, and K-12 educators in multiple domains. Higher education
professionals, the authors argue, can best explain what college is like, how to prepare for it and
navigate the bureaucratic workings of admissions and financial aid processes; can most
effectively work with schools on alignment of curriculum standards and skill expectations; and
can design and implement pipeline programs that broadly connect all of these objectives. They
suggest that universities too often focus only on short-term institutional measures of success
(year by year retention) rather than on student-centered metrics (longitudinal persistence and
achievement), which leads them to invest in short-range solutions that do not move the needle for
student outcomes, research or best practices (Cabrera, LaNasa & Burkum, 2001).

Early college enrollment programs designed to bridge the summer between high school

graduation and the first year of college are one type of intervention that universities can invest
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and engage in pursuit of institutional success and to contribute to college readiness and retention
research. These summer bridge programs, which typically provide transitional experiences for
first-time freshmen whose incoming characteristics indicate relative risk for attrition, are a
targeted intervention now commonly facilitated by colleges and universities for several decades
to improve the retention rates of low-income, first-generation, and otherwise underrepresented
student populations (Ackermann, 1991; Bettinger, Boatman & Long, 2013; Garcia, 1991; Kezar,
2000; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Strayhorn, 2011; Walpole et al, 2008). Unfortunately,
rigorous assessments of program effectiveness are more rare (Bettinger, Boatman & Long, 2013;
Garcia, 1991; Garcia and Paz, 2009; Strayhorn, 2011). Still, a survey of extant studies on bridge
programs yields valuable insights and indications of demonstrated promises, successes, and
directions for growth. What follows is a review of existing literature on educational meritocracy
and its implications for college access; retention issues that summer bridge programs are
commonly designed to address; examples of existing summer bridge programs, and problems
and opportunities in bridge program evaluation.
Meritocracy in Higher Education

The concept of meritocracy has ancient philosophical roots in Plato’s aristocracy, but the
word is itself a modern invention. The term first appeared in Young’s (1958) dystopian novel
about a society in which the power structure is founded purely on intellectual merit, and the less
talented comprise a disenfranchised class. This premise satirized the British Tripartite education
system and its use of a gatekeeper placement test administered to all students at age 11 and used
to determine their subsequent educational paths; the novel reflected concerns about the use of
public education to create rigid class divides between a privileged intellectual elite and an

immobile working class. Though the term was intended ironically and pejoratively, meritocracy
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instead came to be associated positively with aspiration, ability, and work ethic, and this
connotation has persisted.

This positive notion of meritocracy is deeply engrained in American social
consciousness, wherein the United States is a land of equal opportunity stratified by Jefferson’s
(1813) natural aristocracy of intellectual virtues and talents rather than one founded on wealth
and birth, which he warned against. A true meritocracy creates equal opportunity and mobility
because “talent, unconstrained by social origin, rises to the top” (Alon & Tienda, 2007, p. 489).
This concept is complicated by historical, social, economic and educational contexts, however,
because ascriptive variables such as wealth, class, ethnicity, family engagement and background
have been found to structure educational access, participation, and success (Liu, 2011; Breen &
Johnson, 2005; Tierney & Auerbach, 2005; Lucas, 2001; Hossler, Braxton & Coopersmith,
1989). It is important to investigate and evaluate the construction of merit-based systems because
inattention to the social inequalities that frame ideas of achievement buttresses the notion that
individuals succeed or fail fully on their own terms (Mijs, 2016; Liu, 2011). In a society where
social status and upward mobility are largely determined by education, and if access to higher
education is competitive on terms of merit and performance, then a meritocratic system of
education will reproduce, rather than deconstruct, inequality (Mijs, 2016; Liu, 2011; Alon &
Tienda, 2007). Mijs (2016) argued that its equalizing promise is therefore not simply unfulfilled,
but is unfulfillable.

According to Mijs (2016), among the reasons for this are the inconsistencies and
inequalities inherent within a system of different schools with varying resources and processes.
Not only do students have access to different qualities of instruction, tools, and peer

environments, but they are grouped and tracked into higher- or lower-standard academic
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pathways based on subjective assessments that are associated with objective social inequalities
(Mijs, 2016; Lucas, 2001). Lucas (2001) found evidence of class conflict at multiple stages in the
education system and proposed that social background maintains inequality in education across
multiple dimensions — in terms of the type of education students receive, aspire to, and attain.

The question of what constitutes merit is also critical. (Mijs, 2016; Liu, 2011; Alon &
Tienda, 2007). It is generally understood to mean something good and worthy of pride and
reward, and is associated with ideals of effort, skill, talent, and intelligence. These are not
objective evaluations, and neither can they exist outside of a socioeconomic context; as Mijs
(2016) emphasized, merit has no neutral definition. Its meaning may be contentiously debated
where access to scarce resources are concerned, such as increasing demand and selectivity in
higher education (Baez, 2006). Merit is the product of norms, shaped by history, empowered and
applied by institutions (Mijs, 2016; Liu, 2011; Baez, 2006). What subjective characteristics
define merit inevitably contradict the spirit of meritocracy. Mijs (2016) described this as a race
that starts from unequal starting line because natural endowments such as intelligence, good
lucks and particular skills are not equally distributed among people nor earned through hard
work. When the illusion of equal playing fields and the promise of solid effort persist, we see a
minimizing of the importance of need and equality in education.

Alon and Tienda (2007) have emphasized the competitive pressures that support
meritocratic processes in higher education as it has become an increasingly rigid gateway for
career opportunity and economic mobility. The demand for college education grew dramatically
over the last three decades of the 20th century along with college enrollment, and with it
selectivity and competition for university admissions. The most selective institutions, those

offering admission to fewer than half of all applicants, received 37% of all fall 2015 applications
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and ultimately enrolled 22% of all first-time freshmen that term (Clinedinst & Koranteng, 2017).
University rankings, for example and most notably U.S. News & World Report’s “America’s
Best Colleges,” also lean on criteria such as test scores as well as other metrics of academic
achievement often associated with selectivity and student “quality.” While the most selective
institutions may be especially reliant on student test scores, even less selective institutions use
test scores as a measure of merit in awarding scholarships.

According to Baez (2006), merit as an institutional construct. It is used, according to Liu
(2011), “to create and legitimize difference” to select students (p. 386). The ways in which
higher education administrations specifically define, measure, and award merit carries significant
implications for college access, admissions, and not only the academic composition but also the
demographic makeup of university’s student bodies (Liu, 2011; Alon & Tienda, 2007). In an
examination of admissions selections at three Ivy League colleges, Karabel (2005) related
definitions of merit as manifestations of power dynamics and distributions. According to Alon
and Tienda (2007), what we’re seeing is “the emergence of a test-score meritocracy amid
pervasive test-score gaps” that exist along racial and socioeconomic lines (p. 489). This brand of
meritocracy may raise the academic profile of an institution and simplify admissions, but it is not
reflective of what are perhaps the most powerful predictors of college student success, the
academic skill and work ethic reflected in high school grades, which capture both achievement
and behaviors associated with college success (Hiss & Franks, 2014; Alon & Tienda, 2007;
Mattson, 2007). Alon and Tienda (2007) argued that using class rank rather than test scores is a
more race-conscious and equitable approach to admissions that may be more insightful and have

more predictive power than does using scores on college entrance exams.
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Academic retention problems and predictors

The road to college success is in many ways paved long before students enroll in
postsecondary education; “rigorous, intensive precollege academic preparation” is critical for
their later success (Kuh, Kinsie, Buckley, Bridges, & Haye, 2006, p. 89). Academic
unpreparedness for college-level coursework is a principal barrier to academic retention and
college completion and a problem that disproportionately affects first-generation, low-income
and minority students (Bettinger, Boatman & Long, 2013; Cabrera, LaNasa & Burkum, 2001).
Low-income and minority college students are more likely to have attended under-resourced
secondary schools with less access to rigorous and college preparatory coursework and lower
expectations for college readiness and attendance from educators (Roderick, Nagaoka & Coca,
2009; Walpole et al, 2008). Too many depart high school without the math, reading, and
synthesis skills requisite for college success (Kallison & Stader, 2012; Kirst & Bracco, 2004).
Cabrera, LaNasa and Burkum (2001) found that only a quarter of low-income high school
students achieved above-average grades in high school and were therefore considered
academically ready for college, and only half of them went on to four-year colleges. By contrast,
about 60% of higher-income students performed at the same college-ready levels in high school
and 40% of them went on to four-year schools.

While the college transition is broadly challenging for all new college students,
“underprepared students confront more urgent problems” as they must adjust both socially and
academically, often while facing significant financial obstacles and competing priorities
(Bettinger, Boatman & Long, 2013, p. 94). Their and other students’ precollege experiences and
characteristics have profound influences on their academic competence in college in ways that

cannot be fully addressed by the postsecondary environment; student attributes are beyond
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institutional control (Tinto, 1999). These are often used as control variables to help study factors
of change and outcomes that college and university environments can manipulate through
policies and programs.

Pascarella and Terenzini’s (2005) seminal review of research on how college affects
students indicated that a large share of their cognitive skills and knowledge development takes
place during the first two years of their college experience. From 2004-2010, however, more
than 20% of first-year students of American four-year public institutions departed the college
they began before the start of their second year (NCES, 2012). First-year departure is more
pronounced among first-generation, low-income and minority student populations (Terenzini,
Cabrera & Bernal, 2001). This highlights the critical importance of the first-year college
experience, the first set of conditions in which institutions place students and a common focal
point of retention research and practice (Tinto, 1999).

In an especially comprehensive analysis of institutional organizational factors and college
student experiential and variables associated with first-year academic competence, Reason,
Terenzini and Domingo (2006) identified four factors that students reported as most strongly
related to their learning growth. These include students’ perceptions of the degree that their
institution supports their academic, social and personal needs; the extent to which they reported
their in-class engagement through asking questions and participating in discussion; the degree to
which students reported that their coursework expected or required higher-order thinking; and
the degree of emphasis students felt their institution placed on academic work and study time.
Some of these are also represented among five “conditions [that] stand out as supportive of
retention” that should be especially cultivated for purposes of first-year student retention

according to Tinto (1999): setting high expectations for student achievement; providing
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academic and social support; offering academic feedback; building educational communities that
engage students in learning; and encouraging integrated (i.e. academic and social) campus
involvement.

According to Jamelske (2009), 95% of American institutions of higher education have
some type of first-year experience program. Specific designs vary, from extended orientations to
first-year seminars, coursework cohorts, living-learning communities, and other structures and
interventions. Virtually all share goals of improving student performance, retention and
graduation by engaging them socially and academically in a smooth transition from high school
to college (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Many studies have presented evidence that first-year
experience programs positively affect student engagement, satisfaction, achievement and
retention. Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) warned that much of the research lacks rigor but
reviewed two studies, one with matched control groups and another using an experimental
random assignment design, which both indicated significant positive effects for first-year
experience program participants. Studies of first-year experience programs at single universities
by Potts, Schultz, and Foust (2004) and Jamelske (2009) did not find meaningful positive results
for all cohort participants but saw promising growth for students identified as “at risk” or “below
average” as incoming freshmen.

Psychosocial factors, which in educational research settings are most often referred to in
terms of noncognitive skills and qualities, also bear strong associations with persistence,
retention, and academic success. This has been a focal point of retention research and practice in
first-year experience support and overall retention interventions since the introduction of Tinto’s
(1975) seminal student integration model, which suggests that college students’ social

connection and engagement with their campus community increases commitment, leading to
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retention and ultimately graduation. This has meaningfully shaped decades of retention research
and practice, particularly in the field of student affairs, and theories of student integration have
since evolved to include motivational variables (Swail, 2004). Pascarella and Terenzini (2005)
have reviewed over several decades thousands of studies that investigate how college affects
students, and their synthesis of the research considers psychosocial factors as a critical domain.
Many studies of these noncognitive qualities suggest that the most critical indicators of retention
and success in college are related to academic self-confidence, motivation to achieve
academically, and relative goal-setting and commitment (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011;
Le, Casillas, Robbins, & Langley, 2005; Lotkowski, Robbins, and Noeth, 2004). These have
recommended that institutional interventions designed to improve retention and graduation
scaffold not only for academic support but also for students’ goal-setting, confidence,
assertiveness, and social engagement.

Robbins et al. (2004) performed a meta-analysis of more than 100 studies to integrate
educational persistence and motivational theory models as applied to research on college
success. Their analyses examined cumulative grade point average as a measure of academic
achievement and academic persistence as a measure of retention, and they reviewed the literature
for associations with these outcomes relative to nine constructs: achievement motivation,
academic goals, institutional commitment, perceived social support, social involvement,
academic self-efficacy, general self-concept, academic-related skills, and contextual influences.
They found meaningful relationships between retention and academic goals, academic self-
efficacy, and academic-related skills (such as study skills, time management, communication and
discipline); academic self-efficacy and achievement motivation were most predictive of higher

grades earned. Significantly, and especially promising for practitioners designing interventions
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for at-risk students, the researchers found that the influence of these factors was more important
than were socioeconomic status and entering college student characteristics (GPA, college
entrance exam scores) in predicting these academic achievement and retention outcomes.

Le, Casillas, Robbins and Langley (2005) expanded on the work of Robbins et al. (2004)
in their development of a college readiness inventory that could be used to measure these
psychosocial and academic-related skills and predict students’ academic performance and
retention in college. Four factors, including academic discipline, general determination,
communication skills, and emotional control, emerged that the researchers felt were significant
and not represented in Robbins et al.’s (2004) meta-analysis of the extant literature.

Theoretical and conceptual frameworks regarding student success can help to guide
researchers, policymakers and practitioners in defining and understanding issues in academic
retention and in designing and evaluating useful interventions to improve it. Reason (2009) has
argued that across the vast landscape of college student success research, most studies “fail to
consider the wide variety of influences that shape student persistence, focusing instead on
discrete conditions, interventions and reforms” (p. 659). In this context, Berger and Milem
(2000) contributed to the literature the concept of organizational behavior — the policies and
actions of administration, faculty and staff — and its influence on undergraduate retention.
Terenzini and Reason (2005) crystallized the need for a more comprehensive approach to
studying college student outcomes with a synthesis of salient theoretical and conceptual
frameworks that addressed both student growth, a matter of individual and internal change, and
also college impact, a measure of institutional influence on student growth. Reason’s (2009)
framework, a “comprehensive model of influences on student learning and persistence,”

incorporates students’ precollege experiences and incoming characteristics, as well the influence
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of organizational context and peer environment on the individual student experience, in
considering what leads to persistence and retention (p. 661). Reason’s (2009) framework
emphasizes the critical and complex importance of students’ interactions with their environment,
ultimately recommending that because student persistence and academic retention are
multidimensional problems, no shallow or singular solution is well matched to address them.
Rather, Pascarella and Terenzini recommend a shift of focus to “the pronounced breadth of
interconnected changes” that may take place as the result of more comprehensive attention to
multiple factors influencing retention and a broader network of interventions designed to
increase success outcomes (p. 578).
Summer bridge program purposes

Entering college students who have qualities and experiences associated with early
departure “benefit from early intervention and sustained attention at key transition points” (Kuh
et al, 2006, p. 94). Academic bridge programs represent one strategy for providing additional
college readiness, transitional, and ongoing retention support. Summer bridge programs, defined
as transitional programs for recent high school graduates who have been admitted to a college or
university as new freshmen, are facilitated by colleges and universities to “attract, assist with the
transition of, and retain underprepared students” (Walpole et al, 2008). They may seem
especially promising because they reflect institutional priorities of recruitment and retention
while also serving student needs (academic support for positive outcomes) and the public interest
(cultural and economic imperatives for broadly increasing higher education access and
attainment), a perspective illuminated in Reason’s (2009) framework for understanding retention

interventions.
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Summer bridge programs are generally designed to reinforce and further develop
academic skills among students who have been quantitatively assessed as not quite ready for
college-level work; to provide intensive orientations to college living and campus life for
students who are especially unfamiliar with the college environment; and to equip them with the
soft skills understood to be important for college success, such as academic confidence, work
ethic, resilience and self-efficacy (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Swail & Perna, 2002; Walpole
et al, 2008). Even Tinto (2004) has suggested that “carefully planned” summer bridge programs
can yield “substantial benefits” for academically underprepared new college students (p. 9). But
aside from including for-credit courses in courses such as composition or college algebra —
chosen because they represent broadly fundamental skillsets or are known predictors of later
course success, or both — and aiming to create connections to engender belonging and
community among the student participants, summer bridge programs have no blueprints. They
are usually about five weeks in duration, and include mentoring, targeted advising, and faculty
and staff networking (Sablan, 2013. Inherent in their design is the assumption that they might
help students to overcome deficiencies they have developed across primary and secondary
school, and the confidence that a supplemental experience can make a transformative difference
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Swail & Perna, 2002; Villalpando & Solo6rzano, 2005).

In terms of both curricular design and target population, the scope of summer bridge
programs varies widely (Kezar, 2000; Sablan, 2013). They may be characterized by a variety of
purposes: Some are designed to help remedial or conditionally admitted students overcome
academic deficiencies via remedial or developmental coursework; others are designed to help
students who are fully admissible but who are at relative risk of acute challenge, attrition,

academic and/or cultural isolation (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Sablan, 2013). Summer bridge
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programs can also be classified by population, with some serving very specific demographics
(women in engineering; students of color in STEM fields; students demonstrating needs for
academic skill-building in specific disciplines, such as writing or math).

Comprehensive bridge programs — those at four-year institutions serving diverse cohorts
of newly admitted high-need students with multifaceted academic and social support — are
especially compelling from a research standpoint because of the potentially broad and powerful
implications of their successes, failures, and transferable insights. Four-year universities graduate
students at higher rates than do community colleges, but first-generation, low-income, and
minority students are especially underrepresented in four-year colleges and universities relative
to two-year community colleges. Comprehensive summer bridge programs broadly serving that
population are of particular interest in this context, where the goal of equal opportunity and the
problem of achievement gaps persist in public higher education.

Bridge program models and examples

Summer bridge programs, generally defined as transitional experiences for first-time
freshmen whose incoming characteristics indicate they may struggle in adjusting to college
learning and campus life, help students to ease into college during the summer between
graduation and their first full-time semester (Bettinger, Boatman & Long, 2013; Kezar, 2000;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Perna & Swail, 2001; Strayhorn, 2011; Walpole et al, 2008).
Broadly, their purposes are to increase participants’ academic readiness for college-level work,
familiarize them with campus life and resources, and equip them with the noncognitive
understood to be important for college success, such as grit, resilience and self-efficacy

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Swail & Perna, 2002; Walpole et al, 2008).
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Inherent in their design is the assumption that they might help students to overcome
deficiencies they have developed across primary and secondary school, and the confidence that a
supplemental experience can make a transformative difference (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005;
Swail & Perna, 2002; Villalpando & Sol6rzano, 2005). Even Tinto (2004), a veritable founding
theorist of retention and attrition, has suggested that “carefully planned” summer bridge
programs can yield “substantial benefits” for academically underprepared new college students
(p. 9). The main thrust of summer bridge programs is to provide equal opportunity for success
among students while improving their likelihood to retain at the hosting college or university, but
their target populations and specific purposes vary a great deal, and they comprise a vast range of
activities (Barnett et al, 2012; Kezar, 2000; Walpole et al, 2008).

Some bridge programs serve broad demographics of at-risk student populations,
comprising low-income, first-generation, and minority students; others serve specific ethnic or
gender groups, or students entering specific fields of study known to be especially demanding.
Developmental bridge programs are an especially common model targeting students who require
remediation or developmental coursework; their admission is often conditional on summer
bridge completion (Kezar, 2000; Walpole et al, 2008). Other models identify target student
populations and invite them to participate, staging the summer bridge experience as a special
opportunity and incentivizing participation (Thayer, 2000). The following program summaries
highlight notable examples of especially well known or long-running summer bridge programs at
four-year universities and reflect their diverse scope.

The Meyerhoff Scholars Program is a scholarship and retention program started through
private giving in 1988 at the University of Maryland-Baltimore County to stimulate the interest

and achievement of African American students, particularly young men of color, in STEM
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majors (Maton, Hrabowski, Schmitt, 2000). The program opened to include students of all
ethnicities in the late 1990s, in a preemptive reaction to changing affirmative action policies in
higher education (Maton, Hrabowski, & Ozdemir, 2007). Meyerhoff Scholars transition to
college at UMBC through a summer bridge program, during which they take math and other
courses for credit, settle into a living-learning community that continues through their first full
year of college, and also begin to meet for required study groups and other activities. Students
earn positions in the program through a highly competitive selection process that assumes a
record of academic achievement (to be considered, students must have earned a B or higher in all
high school math classes, and AP coursework is prioritized) and begins with nominations that are
whittled down to interviews for the top 10% of candidates; ultimately 2-4% of the total pool are
awarded (Maton, Hrabowski, Schmitt, 2000). The Meyerhoff Scholars Program represents bridge
programs that are focused on specific fields of study and on students underrepresented in those
fields, but not on students who are academically unprepared for college-level work.

Upward Bound, a federally funded TRIO program foremost among the longest-running
college readiness programs, has been continuously funded by the U.S. Department of Education
for more than half a century. Upward Bound programs are typically hosted by colleges and
universities, and all states but Rhode Island have multiple programs. Summer bridge
programming is a well-recognized but optional component of Upward Bound grants, which are
required primarily to provide supplemental college awareness and readiness support to high
school students and their families through a 3- or 4-year commi