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Abstract

Community college leaders are reimagining how and when students enter and exit college
pathways to address the critical workforce and educational attainment needs in rural
communities (Hillman, 2019; Jenkins et al., 2025; Ratledge et al., 2025; Rush-Marlow, 2021).
Strategic initiatives are vital given that more than 300,000 adult learners in North Carolina have
earned some credits but not obtained a credential (King, Nichols, & Deal, 2024). Recognizing
the imperative to better serve adult and part-time students, some community colleges are
innovating by offering more flexible and accelerated routes to credential completion through
compressed course schedules.

In fall 2023, one college scaled most of its 16-week courses to an eight-week format
through the “Be Great in 8 campaign, with the goal to provide students with faster pathways to
credentials that are more readily integrated with their external commitments. This shift involves
longer and more frequent class meetings while ensuring comprehensive coverage of the
curriculum and maintaining total instructional hours (Bailie and Flores, 2024; Fladd et al., 2022;
King et al., 2024). This abrupt shift enabled the research team to use a difference-in-difference
methodology to compare the outcomes for "Great in 8" students before and after implementation
relative to other community college students in the state. This study adds quasi-experimental
evidence supporting a strategy that many colleges are adopting to increase educational

attainment and meet workforce needs.

Keywords: community college, compressed courses, difference-in-difference, academic

outcomes, North Carolina
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“Be Great in 8” Impact of Compressed Courses on Academic Outcomes

Introduction

Community colleges have been at the forefront of implementing data informed strategies
to increase the success rate of their students, and in turn, better support their communities and
local workforce (Jenkins et al., 2025). One such strategy that has shown great promise is the use
of shortened, accelerated, or compressed courses (Bailie and Flores, 2024; Fladd et al., 2022).

Several institutions have reported positive benefits from implementing compressed
courses, including higher retention, probability of graduation, credit attainment, and higher
college enrollment (AdAstra, 2024; Anderson, 2022; Bailie and Flores, 2024; Fladd et al., 2022).
These reports led to a renewed interest in shortened, compressed, or half-term eight-week
courses among community colleges (Almquist, 2015; Daniels, 2000).

Responding to the growing body of literature on the benefits of shortened academic
courses, Isothermal Community College (Isothermal), a small, rural institution in western North
Carolina transformed their programmatic offerings through a campus-wide “Be Great in 8”
campaign. This campaign culminated in a campus-wide shift to offering over 80% of courses in
eight weeks, as opposed to the traditional 16-week format, starting in fall 2023. Isothermal’s shift
to eight-week courses provides a natural experiment and enables the use of
difference-in-difference (DiD) methodology. The existence of a clear delineation between
traditional course schedules and the implementation of the "Great in 8" initiative allows us to
compare student outcomes before and after this shift relative to a comparison college. To further
support the quasi-experimental design, researchers identified a comparison college and validated

the parallel trends assumption prior to the "Great in 8" implementation. Together, this sudden
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shift allows us to estimate the relationship between student outcomes and the shift to a
compressed course schedule at Isothermal Community College (Callaway & Sant’ Anna, 2021;
Coral & Yang, 2024; Duflo, 2001). The purpose of this study is to understand how the
campus-wide shift to a compressed academic course schedule relates to first-year student
retention, credit momentum, course withdrawal rates, and course pass rates.

Literature Review

Colleges and universities have long been adjusting the length of courses despite the
recent normalization of a 16-week semester (Daniels, 2000). College leader’s interest in
compressed courses may stem from the national push to increase postsecondary attainment
(Lumina Foundation, 2017) and state specific attainment goals like North Carolina’s aim for two
million individuals ages 25-44 to have high-value credentials by 2030 (myFutureNC, 2024).
Given that more than 18% of individuals in the United States have some college but no degree,
educational leaders are examining their institutional data and unpacking how policy and practice
can improve student’s academic outcomes (Berg et al., 2024). Specifically, leaders are
reimagining the structure of the academic term which has emerged as a promising practice to
support adult learners in finishing the credentials they started (Bailie and Flores, 2024; Fladd et
al., 2022).

Research addressing the rising interest in compressed courses points to positive results in
favor of shortened or compressed academic terms (Bostwick et al., 2022; Brenner, 2023;
Hernandez, 2023; Stith, 2023). Prior research remains largely descriptive as self-selection creates
bias, therefore creating a major challenge in attributing differences in attainment to compressed
academic terms (Krug et al. 2015). As a whole, colleges do report positive changes as a result of

offering flexible or compressed course schedules. Reports on Ivy Technical Community College,
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Odessa College, Austin Community College, Waukesha County Technical College, community
colleges in Tennessee, and others indicate that students enrolled in eight-week courses
experienced higher course pass rates, lower withdrawal rates, and improved term-to-term
persistence compared to those in traditional-length courses (Bailie and Flores, 2024; Brenner,
2024; Gamboa 2013; Sloan, 2017; Tennessee Board of Regents, 2024). Notably, these measures
include both leading indicators for longer term student success, such as course pass rates and
withdrawal rates, as well as lagging indicators which include retention, persistence, and
graduation (Belfield et al., 2019; Fladd, Iuzzini, and Lawton, 2022). However, other studies
show that eight-week courses result in an inverse bell curve of grades where more students are
receiving both high and low grades (Stith, 2023).

Further disaggregation shows differences among majors. Arts and science students at the
San Bernardino Community College District show higher course pass rates with compressed
schedules, but career and technical courses such as fire protection and emergency medical
technology show no difference (Gamboa, 2013). In contrast, Sheldon and Durdella (2009) found
that compressed developmental education courses were related to higher course success rates.
Waukesha Community College saw positive, though not statistically significant, increases in
course success rates, across all five academic divisions when switching to an eight-week
calendar (Brenner, 2024). Taken together, the evidence provides a nuanced picture of the
potential benefits for course pass rates from compressed academic terms, with caveats that
college-specific challenges, course characteristics, and how the shift to shortened academic
courses is implemented, play a large role in student and course success.

Amongst the research, are the emergence of practitioner-focused guidebooks, guidelines,

and recommendations to support community colleges in moving to compressed academic terms
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(AdAstra, 2024; Bailie & Flores, 2024; Fladd et al., 2022; King et al., 2024). These resources
provide “how to” guides for alternative structures that lead to more flexibility and on/off ramps
to increase student success. These guidebooks provided structure and evidence for how increased
flexibility can help colleges increase enrollment and support adult students’ progress toward their
degree (California Completes, 2020). This study provides a rigorous quasi-experimental example
of how a college utilized these guidebooks and evidence to guide a campus-wide implementation
of compressed eight-week courses, and how that shift relates to increased student academic
success.

Conceptual Framework

The 5Ps of the adult learner journey in community college guides this study and
influenced the leadership decisions that led to compressed academic courses (VanZoest et al.,
2025). Each P — public messaging, partnerships, processes, pathways, and proximity —
incorporates theoretical perspectives to provide an actionable and research backed conceptual
framework focused on the social and structural factors adult learners face in community colleges.
When applied to “Great in 8” it provides a lens through which we can understand how this
campus-wide social and structural change is an effective transformation that positively impacts
student academic success.

Public messaging is how colleges share information with adult learners and how they
personalize the language they use. This ensures that when students receive messages it is
relevant to them. Partnerships are the connections leaders form within the college and in the
community to support adult learners. Internal and external connections ensure faculty and staff at
the college understand how to support adult learners and that the supports adult learners need are

made available. The next P is where colleges are rethinking processes through the lens of an
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adult to remove barriers, streamline structures, and personalize the student experience.
Rethinking processes helps students move more seamlessly through their college experience and
achieve their goals. Pathways help students take the right classes to meet their academic goals
and are clearly aligned with a career. For pathways to be successful the college must have
academic and career advising as well as ensure there are clear entry points to degree programs
for high school dual enrolled students and for continuing education students. The final P is
proximity which is the time, space, and distance to an adult students’ degree including the
relationships they need to get there. Ensuring students know how long it will take to achieve
their credential, reducing that time where possible, and understanding who is available to help
them along the way is critical to their momentum and completion. Together the 5Ps provide a
framework for colleges to make transformational changes and to improve student academic
outcomes. The following section outlines how Isothermal used these 5Ps during the
implementation of “Be Great in 8”.
The "Great in 8" Initiative at Isothermal Community College

Isothermal Community College constructed the “Be Great in 8 idea while participating
in the three-year Rural College Leaders Program (RCLP) led by the Belk Center for Community
College Leadership and Research (Belk Center) at North Carolina State University. This program
was designed to support teams of executive leaders from rural serving colleges as they addressed
gaps in student achievement. While reviewing their institutional data during the RCLP,
Isothermal observed achievement gaps relating to recruitment, retention, and completion for
various student populations including adult learners. The Isothermal team sought data-supported
policies, practices, and strategies from other institutions to address these gaps — specifically

community colleges in Texas who had adopted compressed course schedules.
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The logic of the transition began with a focus on student Pathways. The Isothermal team
identified several benefits of moving to compressed course scheduling, primarily because it
creates pathways to quicker credential completion and flexibility in maintaining enrollment
amidst students’ varied commitments. First, it supported students’ timely completion of
credentials while staying engaged in the workforce. Working adults enrolled part-time could
carry a larger load over the course of a year by focusing on one or two classes at a time.
Eight-week scheduling also allows students to complete chains of sequential training (e.g.
Medical Billing I and II) with fewer breaks, which can improve content retention. Beyond
speed, these redesigned pathways provided multiple on- and off-ramps on students’ education
pathways. As students’ employment status or life situations change, they sometimes need to step
back. The eight-week model allows these students to step away temporarily and get back on
track more quickly than a traditional 16-week term would allow.

To ensure these new pathways were understood by the community, the college prioritized
Public Messaging through intentional communication. This approach began with conversations
hosted by the college president with trustees and local business leaders to articulate the “why”
behind the shift, specifically how compressed courses supported the college’s mission. To
supplement verbal communication, leaders created booklets and webpages on how compressed
courses would impact their registration for courses, financial aid, and progress toward
graduation. Central to this “P” was an iterative approach to messaging. For example, when many
financial aid questions arose after the first booklet was released, the college quickly updated it to
a version that specifically addressed financial concerns, dramatically reducing individual student

inquiries.
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Successful messaging, however, depended on strong internal Partnerships. Isothermal
partnered with faculty by providing intentional support through the Teaching and Learning
Center Redesign Academy. In this 8-week professional development program, faculty received
stipends to collaboratively share insights as they converted their courses to the eight-week
format. To maintain a feedback loop during this transition, leaders created a “Pulse Team,” a
group of trusted faculty and staff who gathered candid feedback from their colleagues that might
not have been voiced directly to administration.

These partnerships also informed the technical Processes of implementation. To support
faculty, the college established an exemption process for courses unsuitable for the compressed
format, (e.g. agriculture courses timed with growing seasons; science labs that required more
weeks to complete). This process built trust over time; while some faculty were initially
skeptical, the fact that over 90% of exemption requests were honored in the first year encouraged
more faculty to support both compressed courses and the exemption process in the second year.
However, the implementation of new processes also revealed challenges. Unlike faculty, smaller,
specialized staff offices (e.g., registrar, admissions) did not have a centralized “academy” or
similar compensation for their extra administrative labor required to support students through
compressed terms. This created challenges in keeping pace with the new rhythm of enrollment
and reporting.

Ultimately, these structural changes were designed to reduce Proximity — not by reducing
the required contact hours of a course, but by shortening the “distance” to a student’s goal.
Compressed scheduling was particularly attractive to Isothermal’s adult learner population
because it allowed for the timely completion of “upskill” courses needed for immediate career

advancement, rather than waiting a full semester or year for a single credential.
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By the end of the first year, Isothermal successfully transitioned 82% of its courses to the
eight-week format, leaving exceptions for courses that required high contact hours or content that
could not be compressed to shorter timeframes (e.g., internships). Yet, the resilience of this new
structure was soon tested by external forces. In September 2024, Hurricane Helene directly
affected both Isothermal and the comparison college in this study, resulting in a cessation of
operations for two weeks to three months. This study of flexible scheduling and its impacts on
re-enrollment and continuing enrollment is particularly timely, as it examines how such a model
holds up during the kind of significant academic disruption caused by the hurricane.

Building on this context of institutional shift and environmental challenge, this study
capitalizes Isothermal’s intentional, abrupt, and campus-wide shift to eight-week courses. We
detail the relationship between the shift to compressed courses and student academic outcomes,
such as first-year retention, credit momentum, course withdrawal rates, and course pass rates.

Methods

Using a quasi-experimental approach, difference-in-difference (DiD), this study examines
the impact of eight-week course delivery on four key student outcomes which have been
identified in related literature: first-year retention, credit momentum among full-time and
part-time students, course withdrawal rates, and course pass rates.

Data

The dataset for this study originates from the North Carolina Community College System
Office (System Office). This data includes all student-course records for curriculum students at
Isothermal Community College and a comparison college between fall 2020 and spring 2025,
totaling transcript records for 13,985 students. This data was restructured into two key data files:

(1) student progression in their first term and first year and (2) course outcomes. The System
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Office provided start and end dates for courses, which we used to define course length. Courses
were flagged as compressed if the course end date occurred seven to nine weeks after the course
start date.

The student file was limited to cohorts of first time fall-start students at each college (n =
5,411). Students are identified by their first term of enrollment and demographic characteristics,
with outcomes for credit momentum and term-to-term retention. The course outcome file
summarizes course-level outcomes for 4,311 courses (2,250 from Isothermal and 2,081 from the
comparison college). Each course is defined by the term it was taught and other descriptive
characteristics of the student population. Course outcomes include the percentage of students
receiving a grade of A, B, C, D, or P (course pass rate) and the percentage of students receiving a
W (course withdrawal rate).
Difference-in-Difference Design

This study compares student and course outcomes of two institutions in North Carolina
who mainly differ in their implementation of compressed academic courses. In fall 2023,
Isothermal Community College (Figure 1) dramatically shifted from offering 6.8% of courses in
shortened academic terms to 82%. The percentage of courses offered remained above 80% in
subsequent semesters. Conversely the comparison college did not see a large shift in the percent
of courses offered in a compressed format ranging from 5-13% consistently. In other words, we
can use the abrupt and sustained change in policy and practice relative to the comparison college
to evaluate the relationship between academic outcomes and shortened academic terms using a

DiD quasi-experimental design with fall 2023 marking implementation.

Figure 1
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Percent of Courses Offered in Eight Weeks by Term
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A DiD approach depends on the parallel trends assumption, meaning that a given
treatment and comparison group would have followed a similar trend if the intervention had not
occurred. Therefore, we must compare Isothermal to a similar institution in which this shift did
not occur (Figure 1) and for which parallel trends can be established prior to fall 2023. The
comparison college shares institutional characteristics, regional characteristics, and similarities in
research initiatives, policies, and practices.

Similarities in measurable institutional characteristics are outlined in Table 1. Both
institutions are community colleges in North Carolina that offer associate’s degrees and are
identified by Alliance for Research on Regional Colleges (ARRC) as rural-serving institutions
(Koricich et al, 2022). In addition, both institutions are part of a consortium of rural colleges
using data to make systematic changes, and are affiliated with the same region of the state. The

shared characteristics of these institutions provided a base for identifying the comparison
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college. Following identification, parallel trends were tested for each outcome presented in this
paper to confirm that the institutions performed similarly in target outcomes prior to the
implementation of compressed academic terms in fall 2023.

Table 1

Characteristics of the Treatment and Comparison Colleges

Measurement Isothermal Community College Comparison College
RSI Score* 2.21 ~1.4
Undergraduate Enrollment 2,086 ~1,800
FTE Enrollment 1,166 ~1,000
% Rural population in county 61% ~43%
% Pell Grant 68% ~65%
% White 74% ~78%

Note: Comparison college numbers have been rounded to avoid identification. *RSI score from
Koricich et al. (2022). Enrollment data source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center
for Education Statistics (2023).

The DiD model estimates the causal effect of the change to compressed academic courses
by comparing changes in student retention, credit momentum, course pass rates, and course
withdrawal rates between pre- and post-implementation at these two community colleges, which
are otherwise similar.

th = BO + 31P05tt + BZTreatC + B4Xct + o + Y, + €,

The base model is specified above where Y, represents our outcomes of interest (e.g.,
one-term retention, credit momentum, course pass rate, and course withdrawal rates) at college ¢

and term ¢. Treat,, is a binary indicator of college treatment status. It is equal to one for
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Isothermal in fall 2023 and subsequent terms, which represents the post-treatment period at the
treated college. Otherwise it is set to zero to indicate pre-treatment (Isothermal before fall 2023)
and for the untreated college (comparison). y, denotes college fixed effects and 1, denotes time
fixed effects. Finally, € is a heteroskedastic error term, clustered at the community college level.
The coefficient B is the Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) and the difference in
outcomes at a college with majority shortened academic courses relative to the comparison
college.
Parallel Trends Assumption

For all five models, we confirmed parallel trends existed between Isothermal and the
comparison college. An event study version of the specified equation confirmed that the
coefficients in the pre-treatment period were not significant at p < .05 supporting the validity of
the DiD design. Numerically, the comparison college and Isothermal were not statistically
different in the pre-treatment period for first-term retention (p = 0.3893), credit hours earned by
full-time (p = 0.2228) and part-time students (p=0.1750) in their first term, course pass rates (p
=0.1336), or course withdrawal rates (p = 0.2307).

As an additional robustness and validity check, we examined the parallel trends visually.
These are presented in Figures 2a-2e for each outcome. We found that the outcome variable
evolved similarly over groups prior to treatment, and that major shifts occurred at the time of
treatment. These plots reinforce the validity of the parallel trends assumption in this data. The

reduction in outcomes in fall 2024 (5) is further evaluated in the discussion section.

Figure 2a
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Trendplot for One-Term Retention
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Trendplot for Credit Momentum Among Full-time Students
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Trendplot for Credit Momentum Among Part-time Students
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Trendplot for Course Withdrawal Rates
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In this section, we first present the student-level results before progressing to course-level

results. The analytic samples used throughout the section are presented below. To account for

differences between students who start in each term and success rates between fall v. spring

terms, we limit our analyses to only fall terms. Table 2 shows the distribution of students in our

analytic sample. Students are only represented in their first term of enrollment, and therefore

only represented once in the sample and the table. To account for differences among

demographic groups and their representation in courses and colleges, demographic

characteristics are included in models as a control. For models of student outcomes, these

outcomes are associated with the individual student and included as covariates. For models of

course outcomes, these measures are aggregated at the course level (e.g. percentage of adult

students) and included as covariates.
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Table 2

Student Analytic Sample

18

College Before Fall 2023 Fall 2023 onward Total
(Full-time; Part-time)  (Full-time; Part-time)

Isothermal 1,551 1,082 2,633
(374; 1177) (312; 770)

Comparison 1,609 1,169 2,778
(529;1080) (318;851)

Total 3,160 2,251 5,411
(903;2257) (630;1621)

The sample of courses is presented in Table 3. A course is defined by the unique

combination of term, college, course prefix (e.g., Eng), course number (e.g., 111), and section

number. A course ID (course prefix + number) could be repeated across terms, for which reason

these variables were included as control covariates.

Table 3

Course Analytic Sample
College Before Fall 2023 Fall 2023 onward Total
Isothermal 1,364 886 2,250
Comparison 1,255 826 2,081
Total 2,619 1,712 4,311
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First-Term Student Retention

To illustrate the difference in first-term student retention before and after the
implementation of the “Great in 8” initiative descriptively, we present the differences in groups
using group-period means of retention in Table 4. The change in the treated group relative to the
comparison group suggests a 4.90% increase in the retention of first-term students.
Table 4

Mean Retention by Term and Treatment

Dependent Variable Isothermal Comparison Isothermal-Comparison

Retention before 74.07% 74.41% - 0.34%
(1.92%) (1.89%)

Retention after 78.31% 73.75% +4.57%
(1.76%) (1.82%)

Change in Mean +4.24% - 0.66% +4.90%

Next we estimate the DiD effect with college and time fixed effects. This model also
includes demographic characteristics of the students to account for additional variation such as
student race or ethnicity, student gender, full-time or part-time status, Pell receipt in the term,
dual enrollment in the term, and status as an adult student (age > 25), as well as standard errors.
The corresponding average treatment effect on the treated (ATT) is estimated to be an increase of
4.57% percentage points, which is significant at p = 0.043 (CI [0.6394, 8.4939]). In summary,
Isothermal shows significantly higher first-term retention in the post-treatment period than the
comparison college. Since colleges did not show statistically significant differences in the
pre-treatment period, these results suggest that this increase is associated with the shift to

shortened academic terms.
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The small numerical difference between the mean-comparison estimate and the DiD
regression coefficient arises because the regression applies observation-level weighting and
controls for college-specific intercepts. As a result, the model-based estimate represents a
weighted average of within-college differences, whereas the manual calculation treats each
group-period mean equally. The close agreement between the descriptive and regression-based
estimates provides reassurance that the estimated effect is not sensitive to specification or
weighting.

Credit Momentum

Credit momentum is determined as the satisfactory completion of courses, which
supports students on their pathway towards credential completion and/or transfer. To determine if
there is a relationship between credits earned and the implementation of “Great in 87, we
examine the number of credits earned by students in their first fall term between fall 2020 and
fall 2024. The trends between full-time and part-time students at the two colleges varied, which
require us to evaluate their parallel trends and changes, separately. Full-time student models and
means are presented first, followed by part-time student models and means.

Credit Momentum for Full-time students

We first describe the measured difference in the number of earned credits before and
after implementation in Table 5. Here we provide the average number of credits earned by
full-time students in their first term at the indicated college. Prior to the implementation of
“Great in 87, full-time students were earning an average of 9.79 credits in their first term, which
was lower than the comparison college (11.08). However, after the implementation of “Great in
8”, Isothermal students were earning an average of 12.08 credits in their first term while the

comparison college did not see a substantive change. This leads to the measured change of 2.28
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additional credits for Isothermal students versus the comparison college in the
post-implementation period.
Table 5

Mean Credits Earned (ABCDP) in the First Term by Full-Time students

Dependent Variable Isothermal Comparison Isothermal-Comparison
Average Credits Prior 9.79 11.08 -1.29
0.51 0.35
Average Credits After 12.08 11.09 0.99
0.37 0.29
Change in Mean 2.29 0.01 2.28

To validate these results, we estimate the effect using DiD . The DiD model includes
covariates for student demographics characteristics including race or ethnicity, gender, Pell
receipt in the term, Dual Enrollment in the term, and status as an adult student (age > 25), as well
as standard errors for college and term. The model predicts the ATT of 2.313, indicating that
even when accounting for demographic characteristics and standard errors, Isothermal full-time
students in the post-implementation period earn approximately 2 additional credits in their first
term. This trend between the group-period means and regression model is consistent and
significant (p = 0.022, CI[1.1317, 3.3093]).

An average increase of 2 credits in the first term is consistent with completion of an
additional course, especially prerequisites with fewer GPA hours. Notably, the average credits
earned at Isothermal in the post-implementation period surpasses the recommended credit
momentum measure of 12 credits per term, while the comparison college remains below that

threshold in the post-implementation period.
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Credit Momentum for part-time students

Among part-time students, a similar trend holds. Table 6 presents descriptive means in
each period. The number of credits earned increases at Isothermal between pre- and
post-implementation. The average change in mean suggests that part-students at Isothermal are
earning approximately .77 more credits than students at the Comparison college in the
post-implementation period.
Table 6

Mean Credits Earned (ABCDP) in the First Term by Part-Time students

Dependent Variable Isothermal Comparison Isothermal-Comparison
Average Credits 4.67 5.10 -0.44
Before
0.14 0.16
Average Credits After 5.30 4.97 0.33
0.12 0.15
Change in Mean 0.63 -0.14 0.77

The DiD regression model constructed for part-time students was identical to the one for
full-time students. Covariates include demographic characteristics and predict the average credits
earned in each college for the associated period. The ATT effect predicted from this model is
0.7574. In other words, it closely resembles the mean from descriptive numbers. This trend is
consistent and significant (p < 0.001, CI = [.7428, .7720]).

These models were initially separated because the pre-implementation period showed
trend differences, causing the model with all students to fail the parallel trends assumption (see
Figure 2b and 2c). While both full-time and part-time models show significant increases in

average credits earned post-implementation, there are clear effect-size differences. Full-time
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students appear to be completing almost an additional course in their first term (~2 credits),
while part-time students are earning less than 1 additional credit (~0.7). This may suggest that
full-time and part-time students differ in how they take advantage of shortened academic
courses, although more investigation is needed. Despite increases, part-time students were not,
on average, earning the recommended 6 credits per term to maintain momentum at either college
in any time period.

Our final model includes the same covariates to determine if increases in credits earned in
the first term are also associated with a higher likelihood of meeting credit momentum targets.
The final model marks students as ‘on-track’ or not depending on if they had completed 12
credits (for full-time students) or 6 credits (for part-time students) in their first semester. The
model satisfies the parallel trends assumption with the whole sample of 5,411 students (p =
0.1297).

According to this model, students at Isothermal are 16.5 percentage points more likely to
meet the credit momentum target than comparison college students (p=0.017, CI[10.91, 22.07]).
This is reflected in the descriptive trends as well (Table 7) which shows a change of 17.6
percentage points in the post-implementation period. Notably, Isothermal in the
post-implementation period shows 66.8% of first-time students are reaching their credit
momentum target.

Table 7

Percent of Students Meeting Credit Momentum Target

Dependent Variable Isothermal Comparison Isothermal-Comparison

Before 53.8% 53.3% -0.6%

2.2% 2.2%
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After 66.8% 49.8% +16.96%
2.0% 2.1%
Change in Mean +14.0% -3.5% +17.6%

Course Pass Rates

Next, we evaluate the trends in course pass rates defined as the percentage of students in
a given course who had a successful outcome (A, B, C, D, or P). This variable is calculated as
the number of successful outcome records for a course divided by the number of enrollments in
that course within a term. The descriptive differences between group averages are presented in
Table 8, showing a mean DiD of 4.01% between Isothermal and the comparison college.
Table 8

Mean Course Pass Rates by Term and Treatment

Dependent Variable Isothermal Comparison Isothermal-Comparison

Course Pass Rate before 81.14% 8.91% -2.77%
(0.91%) (0.90%)

Course Pass Rate after 87.08% 85.85% +1.23%
(0.76%) (0.93%)

Change in Mean +5.94% + 1.94% +4.01%

To confirm these results were not the result of course specific variance, we constructed a
regression model. Each data point in our sample was the percentage of passing students for a
single course prefix and number in a reporting term. We also include covariates such as course
prefix, course level (i.e., 000, 100, 200), full course id (e.g., Eng 111), number of students in the

course, and percentage of students of color, adult students, female students, Pell receiving
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students, and dual enrollment students in the course. These covariates control for variability
introduced by repeated measures and course characteristics that could impact pass rates.

The regression ATT confirms a significant and positive trend for Isothermal relative to
the comparison college. Isothermal is predicted to have a 4.01% increase in course pass rates for
the post-treatment period (p = 0.027, CI: [1.857, 6.181]). Before fall 2023, the retention rate
between the two colleges did not differ significantly, however, the difference between institutions
is significant in the post-treatment period, suggesting that the shift to compressed academic terms
is predictive of increased course success.

Course Withdrawal Rates

Course withdrawals can hinder students in their steady progress towards degrees and
affect students’ satisfactory academic progress for financial aid, therefore reducing withdrawal
rates is a positive outcome. Here, course withdrawal rates are defined as the percentage of
students who received a grade of ‘W’ in a course in a reporting term. Descriptive trends (Table 9)
show a decrease in withdrawal rates after the switch to shortened academic courses.

Table 9

Mean Course Withdrawal Rates by Term and Treatment

Dependent Variable Isothermal Comparison Isothermal-Comparison
Course Withdraw 10.05% 12.03% - 1.98%
Rate Before
(0.65%) (0.67%)
Course Withdraw 6.88% 11.14% -4.26%
Rate After
(0.51%) (0.76%)

Change in Mean -3.17% -0.90 % -2.28%
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To control for other confounding factors that may also be related to course withdrawal rates, we
construct a DiD model controlling for observable factors. DiD results predict decreased course
withdrawal rates of 2.79% in the post-implementation period (p = 0.022, CI[-4.03, -1.56)),
consistent with the raw mean course withdrawal rate trends.

Discussion

Isothermal Community College provides a case to the growing body of work supporting
the impact of compressed or shortened term courses. To be successful, the college was
intentional about their public messaging, formed and strengthened partnerships, reimagined
processes, mapped new pathways, and helped students be more proximate to their academic
goals. The results from our DiD analysis suggest that compressed academic courses at the
college led to increased student success. After the shift to a compressed schedule, Isothermal
experienced an increase in first-year student retention, credit momentum, and course pass rates
as well as a reduction in course withdrawal rates. Taken together, these significant measures are
key indicators of positive progress towards credentials for students; students are staying enrolled
and succeeding in the compressed academic courses in which they have enrolled.

Of course, this quasi-experimental design can identify the time period in which the shift
in student achievement occurred, but it cannot establish which piece of the initiative was directly
responsible. We expect that changes that occurred after fall 2023 are also related to the larger
“Be Great in 8 campaign, which included a shift to shorter courses in addition to increased
support for faculty via the Teaching and Learning Center. Therefore, we might surmise that there
is a latent effect received from communal teaching and learning engagement in addition to the
shift to compressed eight-week courses. In summary, the way in which this initiative was

implemented can provide just as much guidance as the shift to eight-week courses itself. While
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the latter may provide benefits, we cannot discount the effect that supporting faculty may have
had during this process. Rather we can see the Isothermal example as a combination of
successful factors around public messaging, partnerships, reimagined processes, and new
pathways, that ultimately helped students be more proximate to their academic goals. This shift
to shortened academic courses was successful through a combination of these factors and the
intentional work from the Isothermal community. We cannot separate the existence of shortened
academic courses from the efforts that led to their creation, or solely attribute the positive
outcomes to either.

One important consideration is the interpretation of causality stemming from this work.
While self-selection and enrollment outside of controlled environments make an experimental
approach infeasible, the robust similarities between Isothermal and the comparison college
provide a rich ground for quasi-experimental work. The quasi-experimental design strengthens
causality claims, but still relies upon the assumption of parallel trends. As shown previously,
parallel trends were clear for student retention and course withdrawal rates, but bordering on
significant for course pass rates. Although the DiD modeling supports connections between
outcomes and the shift to eight-week courses, it is possible that unobserved factors, such as the
increase in faculty support, are biasing the sample in both pre- and post-treatment. Therefore, we
suggest that these results should be interpreted cautiously and not considered definitive proof of
causality.

As a final note, the data presented cannot be discussed without referencing the real life
challenges faced by these colleges during the time period described. In September 2024, midway
through the fall semester, Hurricane Helene made landfall in the Southeastern United States. This

event greatly impacted employees and students at both colleges, who experienced significant
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devastation in their homes and communities (North Carolina Community College System,
2024a; North Carolina Community College System, 2024b). Community colleges in western
North Carolina served as staging grounds for emergency service responders, and most ceased or
relocated their operations for part of the semester (Parker, 2025). According to the North
Carolina Community College System Office, these events impacted nearly 74,000 community
college students in North Carolina. This is clearly evident in the Figure 2 trendplots, which show
a sharp decline in achievement among both community colleges in fall 2024. Such a significant
event will undoubtedly have impacts on the numeric trends shown here. It is notable that despite
a major interruption in community course offerings, the trends here were still significantly
different between colleges, including the reduced course withdrawal rates. We suggest a return to
the data when an additional semester of enrollment has occurred to verify and better understand
how the hurricane impacted these results. However, it also highlights the resilience of North
Carolina's communities and the exact circumstances in which flexibility in course structure is
needed.
Conclusion and Future Directions

The study presented here supports the growing body of research supporting the
relationship between shortened academic terms and improved student outcomes, such as higher
term-to-term retention, credit momentum, course pass rates, and lower withdrawal rates. The
abrupt shift to compressed academic terms at Isothermal Community College provides valuable
insight about how holistically addressing the social and structural factors faced by their students,
in particular adult learners, can lead to increased student success.

Future work is needed to understand the impact of environmental challenges such as

Hurricane Helene. The literature also suggests that disaggregation by course type, the addition of
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section number or instructor information, and identifying underlying differences in course
offerings from term to term would greatly benefit this work. Additional replications of this study
to include multiple colleges would also increase the generalizability of these findings. However,
we find that the data presented provides a compelling story that as a whole, the shift to
compressed eight-week courses is related to positive benefits for rural students enrolled at

Isothermal Community College.
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