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a greater proportion of Pell recipients and slightly smaller proportion of HOPE recipients among the non-

momentum students. Additionally, the non-momentum students have lower HS GPA and SAT scores on 

average than momentum students. The baseline differences between the first-term momentum and 

non-momentum students are somewhat diminished compared to the former momentum definition (11-

13 and 14+). 

Table 2. Comparison of Means by First Term Course Load 

 
12-14 hrs 15+ hrs 

Female 55.8% 
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at research universities already have a higher likelihood of graduating in the first place so that initial 

course load does not make as much of a difference. At state colleges, a smaller percentage of students 

were counted as momentum students (30 percent compared to 40-50 percent in the other sectors), 

which may have resulted in a smaller effect than seen in the other sectors.  

Propensity Score Matching Results (Table 6) 

To better compare momentum and non-momentum students, I used propensity score matching (PSM) 

to estimate the average treatment effect of taking at least 15 credit hours in the first semester 

compared to taking 12-14 credits as well as the effect of taking at least 30 hours in the first year relative 

to less than 30 hours in the first year. According to the average treatment effect presented in Table 6, 

students are 6.1 percentage points more likely to graduate within six years if they attempt at least 15 

credits in the first term compared to only 12-14 credits (p < 0.001). Likewise, students are 13.0 

percentage points more likely to graduate if they attempt at least 30 credits in the first year instead of 

less than 30 hours (p < 0.001). Students earn 7.2 more credit hours on average within six years if they 

take at least 15 hours in the first term compared to only 12-14 credit hours (p < 0.001) and earn 16.4 

more credit hours on average if they attempt at least 30 credit hours in the first year compared to less 

than 30 hours. As with the regression results, effects vary across sector such that larger effects emerge 

in comprehensive and state universities and smaller effects are observed at research universities and 

state colleges. 

Course Load Combinations in the First Year (Table 7) 

Given the differences in magnitude of effect of first-term momentum versus first-year momentum, it 

seems that students with a cumulative momentum year course load outperform non-momentum year 

students, regardless of first-term momentum status. To better understand the importance of timing the 

momentum course load, I explored graduation and credit accumulation for various combinations of 

course loads through the first academic year (fall, spring, summer). I primarily focused on the fall-spring 

combinations (12-14 and 12-14, 12-14 and 15+, 15+ and 12-14, and 15+, 15+) presented in Table 7, but I 

also examined the first term/first year combinations provided in Table 10 (12-14 and <30, 12-14 and 

30+, 15+ and <30, 15+ and 30+).  

The students who attempted a momentum course load in both the fall and spring terms were by far 

better off than any other course load combination. Fall-spring momentum students earned 95 percent 

of their attempted hours in the first term, earned an average of 97.3 credit hours in six years, and had a 

six-year graduation rate of 68.0 percent. Interestingly, the group with the next best outcomes are those 

that took 12-14 hours in the fall and at least 15 in the spring—they earned 96 percent of the hours 

attempted in their first term, earned on average 91.9 credit hours within six years, and 63.7 percent 

students graduated in six years. Students with a momentum course load in the fall but a non-

momentum course load in the spring performed worse than students who took a momentum course 

load in the spring: they earned only 88 percent of their first-term attempted hours, earned an average 

of 84.4 hours in six years, and 55.4 percent graduated in six years. It may be the case that the students 

who earned a greater portion of their attempted hours in the first term felt more confident to take the 

same amount or more hours in the next term. Moreover, this initial success is associated with better 

long-term outcomes. 
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Table 4a



7 
 

 

Table 5a. Logistic Regression Models Estimating the Impact of Momentum Course Load Likelihood of Earning Any Degree Within 6 
Years (marginal effects presented) 

 
All Institutions Research  Comprehensive 
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Table 6. Propensity Score Matching Estimates of Momentum Course Load Effects on Likelihood of Earning a 
Degree and Hours Earned within Six Years 

 

All 
Institutions 

Research  Comprehensive  
State 

Universities 
State 

Colleges 

Earning any degree within 6 years 

First-term Momentum: 15+ hours in 1st term v. 12-14 hrs 

Av. Treatment effect 0.061 0.015 0.087 0.095 0.063 

 (0.003) (0.004) (0.005) (0.006) (0.009) 

Av. Treatment effect on the treated 0.061 0.013 0.089 0.093 0.074 

  (0.003) (0.005) (0.006) (0.006) (0.009) 

First-year Momentum: 30+ hours in the 1st year v. < 30 hrs 

Av. Treatment effect 0.130 0.054 0.184 0.175 0.141 

 (0.003) (0.004) (0.006) (0.006) (0.009) 

Av. Treatment effect on the treated 0.134 0.060 0.182 0.175 0.140 

  (0.003) (0.005) (0.006) (0.007) (0.010) 
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Table 10. Outcomes by First Term and First Year Course Load  

   

<30 hrs  
(1st fall, spring, 

summer) 

30+ hrs  
(1st fall, spring, 

summer) 

Av. Hours attempted in term 1 

12-14 hrs  
(1st fall) 

12.8 13.2 

Av. Hours earned in term 1 11.4 12.7 

% grad in 6 yrs 50.0% 66.4% 

Av. Hours earned in term 18 (6 yrs) 73.3 93.1 

N 50,339 22,512 

Av. Hours attempted in term 1 

15+ hrs 
(1st fall) 

15.4 17.3 

Av. Hours earned in term 1 13.0 16.1 

% grad in 6 yrs 50.6% 67.9% 

Av. Hours earned in term 18 (6 yrs) 75.0 95.1 

N 13,647 43,483 

Note: Only students enrolled for a full first academic year are included (fall and spring, 
or fall, spring, and summer); includes data for all institutions. 
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