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ABSTRACT 

 

 This dissertation addresses the impact of organizational policy on student success by 

examining registration timing issues in higher education, specifically related to the development 

and implementation of priority registration for honors students. Priority registration exists as a 

mechanism for institutions to provide an intended advantage to certain cohorts of students by 

allowing them to register for classes ahead of their peers. Institutional adoption of priority 

registration as a policy directly relates to the growth of honors programs, as colleges and 

universities leverage the assumed benefit to attract high-achieving students. However, 

institutions adopted the policy without a critical examination into the impact, either for the 

students receiving the advantage or those without the benefit. Consequently, evaluating the 

relationship between priority registration and student success, through various metrics including 

degree completion, time to degree, honors program completion, student credit hour production, 

and grade point average serves as a mechanism for institutions to accurately understand the 

implications of adopting priority registration as an operating procedure. Using quantitative 

analysis of longitudinal population data at The University of Alabama from 2008-2014, this 

research serves to provide insight into a singular implementation of priority registration by 

following an incoming first-time, full-time cohort over six years and twelve registration cycles. 

The study found significant relationships between priority registration and all five markers of 

student success, which were moderated to varying degrees by a student’s academic ability. The 

research suggests that institutions should evaluate the impact of their registration timing 
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structures to determine if the current structure disadvantages given populations of students and 

adjust the registration framework in a way to bolster campus-wide student success.  
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CHAPTER I:  

INTRODUCTION 

Students rarely enroll at an institution of higher education intending to leave without 

fulfilling their goals. Even so, the stark reality exists that vast contingents of students fail to 

achieve those goals, whether or not they include graduation. Notably, many students who do earn 

their degree delay graduation beyond their anticipated timeframe, take significantly more credit 

hours than necessary, and fail to obtain their desired grade point average, among other negative 

outcomes (Tinto, 2012). The number of all first-time, full-time baccalaureate students who 

graduate within six-years of initial enrollment at the same institution remains below sixty percent 

(NCES, 2015b), and given that institutions only actively dismiss less than a fourth of all students 

who leave without graduating, significant other factors contribute to student attrition, much less 

failure to achieve other goals (Tinto, 2012). While such problems would not exist in an ideal 

system of higher education, determining the root of these issues is paramount in ameliorating 

their negative impact and bolstering student success in multiple forms. 

Given that an infinite number of reasons exist behind students failing to achieve their 

original goals, Braxton and Mundy (2001) view student success issues as an ill-structured 

problem that calls for a multitude of unique approaches rather than one explanation. Many 

permutations of variables that decrease the likelihood of an individual persisting also reduce the 

ability of researchers to define a causal linkage, as each individual student possesses unique 

situational variables that contribute to departure and negative outcomes (Braxton, Hirschy, & 

McClendon, 2011). Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, and Hayek (2006) provide an extensive 
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overview of the plethora of theories outlining general reasons and factors that influence student 

success along with example methods for improving student outcomes that have been developed 

and refined, all of which benefit higher education stakeholders. However, Reason (2009) argues 

that while researchers have explored retention and student success exhaustively over the last few 

decades and made headway in measured steps, significantly more progress is necessary to 

increase retention and graduation rates.  

Frameworks that encompass multiple perspectives on student departure and success assist 

administrators in making decisions to reverse the trend and thwart the negative financial effects 

of losing students and having others not realize their potential. Accordingly, extensive research 

focuses on student variables, including academic, economic, sociological, and psychological 

factors that contribute to student outcomes (Zepke & Leach, 2010; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; 

Bresciani, Gardner, & Hickmott, 2012). However, current research examining the impact of 

logistical organizational functions on student success are lacking. Moreover, the practitioner 

viewpoint in examining factors that impact student success is lacking (Bensimon, 2007). In her 

2006 ASHE Presidential Address, Estela Mara Bensimon noted not only that student success 

researchers have overly focused on student characteristics and behaviors but that the knowledge 

sets and experiences of practitioners need to come to the forefront of future examinations of 

student success, particularly in regard to institutional policies and procedures. 

Accordingly, only in the last decade have researchers begun to focus on institutional 

practices impacting retention (Hossler, Ziskin, Moore, & Wakhungu, 2008; Ziskin, Hossler, & 

Kim, 2009). At this point, a dearth of progress has been made. Notably, Kurlaender, Jackson, 

Howell, and Grodsky (2014) recently referred to institutional practices and policies that 

influence student success outcomes as a “black box” that needs to be examined (p. 35). That box 
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needs to be opened, explored, and inventoried to determine institutional policy mechanisms for 

improving student success, and it needs to be done by practitioners with novel insights into more 

avant-garde research avenues. Initial aspects of organizational structures that have been 

examined include concepts such as institution size, financial resources, minority enrollment, and 

faculty-student ratios (Tinto, 2012; Calcagno, Bailey, Jenkins, Kienzl, & Leinbach, 2008). 

However, the effects of organizational structure on students can manifest in many other ways 

related to institutional operations and policy. Therefore, there is a need to extend existing 

research to more micro-level, non-traditional research avenues of institutional policy to deepen 

the knowledge base and further account for variance in student outcomes currently beyond the 

scope of existing academic literature. Research in this vein serves to increase student success via 

examining effects of institution-wide procedures rather than just base characteristics that have 

the potential to manifest intended or unintended impacts on student retention and graduation.  

One such tangible pathway to initiate research focusing on institution-wide procedures 

stems from examining the process of class registration. On a practical level, students’ ability to 

register for classes is the foundational element upon which their engagement and ultimate 

success in higher education is built. Without access to register for courses with available seats, 

students have no classes to attend and no ability to make progress towards a degree. Failing to 

examine whether that ability is hindered in any way as a function of institutional decision 

making and policy is ultimately a disservice to students that needs to be rectified. 

Accordingly, policy researchers have recently begun the process of examining the impact 

of registration timing on student success in California (Bahr, Gross, Slay, & Christensen, 2015). 

Faced with overcrowding and reduced budgets, community colleges in California are developing 

structures that maximize the efficiency of the registration system to provide access to classes to 
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those who need it most. Initial attempts to research the impact suggest that “suboptimal 

registration behaviors are shown to have significant consequences on the likelihood of college 

enrollment and retention” (Guarantz, 2015, p. 524). Also, initial research attempts at defining the 

concept of “course scarcity” have been started which examines the numbers of times students fail 

to be able to register for a course that is desired or necessary for graduation (Kurlaender et al., 

2014, p. 26).  

Once established, this data can be used to examine resultant impact on degree completion 

and time-to-degree, among other markers of student success. These lines of inquiry make use of 

individual student, transcript-level data by examining metadata extracted from student 

information systems, setting the foundation for future analyses. Accordingly, this research 

specifically examines the concept of registration timing, extending the initial research foray into 

the concept. This study extends the initial conversation of registration priority beyond the 

community college setting by focusing on a four-year research university. In light of the focus on 

organizational impacts on student success, this research tailors the focus even more narrowly into 

the specific concept of priority registration, an institutional decision to privilege certain 

categories of students, namely honors students, in the registration process. 

Organizational Background 

Upon entry to higher education, each student brings varying family issues, personal 

attributes, and educational backgrounds that directly influence success (Tinto, 2012). Even so, all 

students who enroll in a given institution exist inside a common institutional framework. 

Therefore, examining factors inside the common denominator, specifically institutional decision 

making, serves as a potential vehicle to identify larger pieces of variance. Organizational 

approaches to student success consider how structure and behavior of an institution affect student 
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retention (Berger & Braxton, 1998; Reason, 2009). The premise considers student departure and 

success as a dynamic interaction between an individual student and a college or university 

(Braxton, 2003). Rather than a specific reason or point in time that causes a student perform 

poorly, the cumulative effect of multiple interactions with the institution results in negative 

outcomes. Whether a given student is cognizant of the effects, the behavior and functions of an 

organization impact student departure decisions and overall student success (Braxton, Hirschy, & 

McClendon, 2011).  

For example, Berger (2000) has shown how different processes of decision making in 

organizations, as originally proposed by Baldridge, Curtis, Ecker, and Riley (1974) including the 

bureaucratic, collegial, and political models, influence how institutions approach student 

departure and success. Whether or not decision-making processes include students and fairly 

represent the desires of the student body impacts departure decisions (Berger & Braxton, 1998; 

Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2011). If students feel that the administration cares about their 

success and outcomes, and policies and procedures exist in a way that is equitable and beneficial 

to students, they persist at higher rates within a specific institution. This interaction between 

organizational influences and individual students ties in with psychological perspectives of 

student success, given that students need to feel like they matter to someone on campus and that 

their experiences provide value to themselves or the institution (Schlossberg, 1989; Evans, 

Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2009). Students who feel marginalized often fail to succeed 

while students who feel like they matter often persist and achieve. While some students may 

never become aware that specific aspects of a university fail to meet their needs or realize the 

impact various organizational functions have on their enrollment, the organizational impact 

remains prevalent. As such, the overall organizational framework serves as a background from 
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which to examine the impact of institutional decision making in reference to class registration 

policy and procedure.  

Class Registration 

At a macro level, class registration systems in higher education are relatively standard, 

with the logistical details driven by widely adopted student information systems that have built-

in technical processes. The more than 21 million postsecondary students in roughly 4,700 degree 

granting institutions search for a given course as a function of what requirements they need to 

fill, what times the course is offered, and who is teaching the section, along with a host of other 

personal factors (NCES, 2015a). Depending on resources and available technology, most 

students simply click a few buttons after determining their desired courses and they are 

registered. Registration policies, however, are not nearly as standard as the technical processes 

across institutions. From limits on total numbers of hours and what classes can be taken to 

determinations on when students can make changes to their schedules, registrar and records 

offices set assorted individual policies. One of the key elements of registration that differs across 

institutions is timing, including not only when registration for classes in a given term becomes 

available but also when a given student has access to enroll in a course. The latter element, a 

seemingly simple policy decision, holds significant implications for students. 

In the simplest form of timing, registration treats all students exactly the same with equal 

access to register for classes in the same time period. This arrangement exists sparingly 

throughout higher education in comparison to a stratified approach. A quick skim of virtually 

any registrar’s website for an institution shows a tiered approach which stratifies cohorts of 

students and provides registration access to differing groups starting at different times. This 

model commonly employs some form of earned credit hours or class standing to determine 
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sequence order and assign registration times to students. The rationale behind the segmented 

approach suggests that certain students possess a need to register for classes ahead of other 

students. When based on credit hours, the logic extends that students with more hours are closer 

to graduation and therefore have more constraints on which classes they can take to fulfill their 

degree requirements. By providing them access to register for classes ahead of students with 

fewer hours, the students in the earlier tiers benefit from a larger selection of available classes. 

Priority Registration Overview 

Although not extensively documented in academic literature, the tiered concept of 

providing registration access to upperclassmen first generates few questions or complaints 

because it passes the logic eye test. An inverse system of allowing students with the least credit 

hours to register first, for example, would most likely generate animosity among students from 

both the practical element of constraints and the collegial concept of seniority. As such, a hybrid 

registration arrangement has proliferated that benefits certain student cohorts independent of 

credit hours: priority registration. Commonly implemented in conjunction with a tiered system, 

priority registration moves students ahead in registration timetables, often irrespective of credit 

hours. First defined by Bahr et al. (2015), priority registration adjusts the access of a given 

segment of students to initially register for classes, thereby putting them “first in line” for 

selecting the specific days, times, instructors, etc. that they desire for a given term (p. 1). Distinct 

populations have emerged over time as common candidates for priority registration across higher 

education, including honors students, students with disabilities, and student-athletes, among 

others (Schuman, 2006; Sederberg, 2008; Latham & Latham, 1998; Bowling Green State 

University, 2016; Sharp & Sheilley, 2008). This suggests institutions find value in the concept of 

priority registration if they selectively give the ability to specific groups of students. 
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Accordingly, the decision to alter registration timing structures and implement priority 

registration serves as a pivotal area to examine in relation to student success. 

Particularly, Bahr et al. (2015) specifically called for an examination of “who ‘wins’ and 

who ‘loses’ under the myriad potential registration priority schemes” (p. 23). The related 

retention and student success impact of priority registration could viably create segments of 

students with differential outcomes that are partially driven by the advantage of accessing the 

class registration system first. This potential differentiation of outcomes is of considerable 

importance and drives the motivation behind the research. Segments of students in higher 

education are already significantly marginalized, through a combination of overt and 

inconspicuous ways, and priority registration structures are a relatively unexamined mechanism 

that may result in further detrimental effects. By exploring the impact, this research aims to 

determine if honors students and others with priority registration are “winning” and those 

without priority are “losing” in terms of specific elements of student success. This contributes to 

a larger goal of institutions proactively considering and evaluation their registration timing 

structures in light of the impact on all students. 

Research Scope 

Widespread adoption of priority registration practices across institutions derives from 

administrative goals to attract or better serve certain populations, namely honors students. Since 

the 1966 formation of the coordinating council of honors programs, the National Collegiate 

Honors Council (NCHC), enrollment in honors programs and scholarship on honors education 

and have grown dramatically (Rinn, 2006). The NCHC currently includes more than 850 

registered institutions, with many more that have not yet affiliated (2013). Honors programs 

proliferated over the last few decades to the extent that they exist in some form or structure in 
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more than 60% of four-year institutions and just under half of two-year institutions (Baker, 

Reardon, & Riordan, 2000; Beck, 2003; Sederberg, 2008). Out of these schools, Owens (2010) 

found that 69% of institutions with an honors program provided some variation of priority 

registration, and Merriam and Alpetekin (2008) found 75% provided the benefit. While 

differences in definitions of honors students across institutions make estimates on population size 

quite difficult, the closest singular unit listed in the literature suggests that Big 10 institutions 

have roughly 35,000 honors students, suggesting hundreds of thousands exist throughout the 

United States (Achterberg, 2005). Accordingly, the scope of institutions that offer some form of 

priority registration to honors students should be around 1,800; however, the variation of honors 

program size combined with roughly three-fourths of honors programs providing the benefit 

makes establishing a number of students speculatory at best. 

Research Problem 

While differences exist between honors programs in how many utilize priority 

registration, the rationalizations behind providing the benefit, and the specific logistical details, 

one pivotal common problem exists. Institutions make the decision to implement priority 

registration with the understanding that the policy benefits the students who are able to register 

for classes earlier. This understanding, however, is an assumption at best which lacks empirical 

support in research literature. As such, priority registration, driven by strategic enrollment 

management goals, exists as an assumed benefit for honors students in higher education that 

bears further examination to not only quantify the value but also explore resultant effects on 

other students. The priority registration process warrants a critical evaluation to determine the 

implications of timing policies for student success in order for institutions to make informed 

decisions regarding implementation. Specifically, this research focuses on potential benefits in 
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five areas that could result from priority registration: 1) degree attainment, 2) time to degree 

completion, 3) honors program completion, 4) student credit hour production, and 5) grade point 

averages. 

Research Purpose 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the impact of priority registration policies and 

procedures on student success, particular considering differences inherent in non-honors versus 

honors student populations. The study aimed to determine if priority registration offers any 

benefits to those who utilize the policy while exploring if any detrimental effects occur for those 

without priority course registration access. Additionally, a primary goal of this study was to 

initiate further research investigation into the macro- and micro-level effects of registration 

timing policies on students to better inform institutions regarding their registration 

implementation. The study aimed to contribute to the research knowledge base on organizational 

impacts on student success via examining degree completion, time to degree, honors program 

completion, credit hour production, and grade point averages. Ultimately, if institutions begin to 

actively consider and explore the impact of their priority registration timing structures on their 

overall student success outcomes, the purpose of this study could be realized. 

Research Questions 

The following research questions were addressed during this study: 

1. Is there a relationship between priority registration and degree completion; 

2. Is there a relationship between priority registration and time to degree for 

graduates;  

3. Is there a relationship between priority registration and honors program 

completion; 
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4. Is there a relationship between priority registration and student credit hour 

production; and 

5. Is there a relationship between priority registration and student grade point 

average? 

Significance 

Institutions and honors programs benefit from an enhanced knowledge of both the related 

benefits and possible detriments of a priority registration system. Inherent in addressing the 

research problem is the potential to discover information that potentially highlights discrepancies 

in the fairness and equity of how different students are treated. As such, discussing the potential 

outcomes and impact of the practice deserves attention as an axiological issue. Assuming no 

significant differences exist in the various research areas, claims that the study provides no 

valuable information may hold merit; however, the absence of findings actually clarifies the 

impact. The lack of differences between students who utilize priority and those that do not 

suggests that the practice has no negative impact on students without priority. Any lack of 

differences suggests either the anecdotal benefits stem from a perception without a direct basis in 

reality or the benefit exists on a level beneath detection using the methodology and assumptions 

in this research study. 

Assuming differences exist for any combination of the research questions provides 

opportunities and issues for institutions to address. Knowingly implementing a policy that 

potentially results in lower likelihood of graduation, time to degree, credit hour production, grade 

point average, course timing, etc., for a particular group of students for the purpose of recruiting 

and satisfying the demands of a high-achieving group substantially differs from choosing to 

potentially benefit a particular group without knowing the positive or negative impacts. From a 
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marketing standpoint, if an institution can not only say they provide priority access to classes for 

a population, but then statistically bolster that claim by saying students who received priority 

registration are x percent more likely to graduate in eight semesters, they provide an enhanced 

value proposition.  

Arguably more relevant to many administrators from a practical perspective is if priority 

registration negatively affects non-honors populations of students without the benefit, honors 

programs possess not only a public relations liability but also a mechanism for relatively quickly 

increasing the number of students who graduate and decreasing time to degree for a sizeable 

population. In addition, differences in credit hour production among a lower achieving group 

potentially exist as a financial incentive for institutions. If students less likely to have 

scholarships could have the ability to register and pay for more credit hours, or changing a policy 

could quickly adjust various student success measures, the findings arguably possess a greater 

level of value and meaning. Overall, not only does priority registration affect all of the hundreds 

of thousands of honors students with the benefit, but also the possible unintended consequences 

have the potential to influence the millions of non-honors students and institutions as a whole. 

Understanding the impact of priority registration allows institutions to situate the benefit in light 

of the larger debate on rewarding academic achievement at the expense of students who could 

benefit from similar resources. 

Study Design 

This research study utilized an exploratory site to understand the effects of priority 

registration on various measures of student success. The study design implemented a single-

institution quantitative approach, focusing on a population data set of a singular cohort of 

students followed over a six-year period. This longitudinal approach provided the necessary 
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breadth of time to examine the impact registration timing structures have on the five primary 

areas of interest. This singular institution approach, focusing on entering first-time, full-time 

students, provided the purest data available to tease out the true impact of the organizational 

decision to implement priority registration, unimpeded by the variances associated with multiple 

institutions and student types. Through analyzing descriptive statistics, primarily population 

means of segmented groups of students, and statistical models, focusing on linear and logistic 

regression, the study will examine connections between the usage of priority registration and 

each of the research areas. 

Organization of the Study 

This research study includes five distinct chapters, each with varying purposes. These 

five chapters are 1) Chapter I: Introduction; 2) Chapter II: Literature Review; 3) Chapter III: 

Methodology; 4) Chapter IV: Results; and 5) Chapter V: Discussion, and an overview of the 

distinct elements of each chapter follows. 

Chapter I introduces the importance of studying the impact of organizational decisions on 

student success through establishing the concept of registration timing as an area of focus in 

higher education, specifically highlighting the usage of priority registration. The chapter serves 

to outline the overall study by focusing on the research scope, problem, and purpose while 

providing valuable background information. 

Chapter II explores the context of the study, specifically focusing on current realities and 

previous research literature. The chapter focuses on defining priority registration while 

examining existing registration timing research. The operational definition serves as a basis to 

situate the concept in light of the growth of honors programs, characteristics of honors education, 

and usage of honors programs and priority registration as recruitment tools. Further, examination 
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of research literature related to degree completion, time to degree, retention and graduation of 

honors students, student credit hour production, and grade point averages develops a foundation 

from which to understand how registration timing could influence student outcomes. A 

concluding discussion of the impact of institutional expenditures and finances during times of 

austerity provides additional perspective. Ultimately, the contextual information serves as a 

vehicle to frame the aims of the specific exploratory research questions detailed in Chapter III. 

Chapter III sets the stage for the actual research by emphasizing the research design 

including questions, hypotheses, and analysis with a rationale for the approach. The 

methodological explanation involves a thorough site description in how the single institution 

study frames the research including discussion of data collection, variables of interest, and 

limitations. 

Chapter IV provides raw results of the various data analysis procedures, specifically 

focusing on descriptive statistics in light of the exploratory nature of the study but including 

correlational and regression results where applicable. Data are displayed as a function of each 

research question, including tables and graphical representations where valuable followed by 

highlights in text form. 

Chapter V explains and contextualizes the results through interpretations, specifically 

focusing on implications for policy and procedural adjustments. Beyond evaluating the research 

outcomes, recommendations and pathways for future research agendas conclude the study. 

Conclusion 

Ultimately, balancing the concept of focusing finite resources on a few to the possible 

detriment of the many in favor of prestige exists as a larger social justice issue; even so, before 

any claim regarding the correctness or moral implications of the practice is made, the actual 
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effects on students necessitates examination. As such, priority registration exists as an assumed 

benefit that bears further examination in light of literature suggesting that honors students are 

more likely to graduate than non-honors students, depending on controlling for academic 

achievement. 
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CHAPTER II:  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This chapter provides the foundational knowledge necessary to understand registration 

timing structures and their potential connection with student success by reviewing the research 

literature germane to the proposed research study. Assessing the current knowledge of research 

creates an avenue to analyze the assumed benefit of priority registration through verifying the 

impact of the practice on students. To first develop a base structural concept, this study examines 

previous research on registration timing, distinguishing between different types of registration 

priority, to define the concept of priority registration. At that point, placing the examination of 

priority registration in light of previous scholarship on registration timing facilitates a distinction 

between research on institution, policy-driven decisions from choices driven by individual 

student situations. In addition, framing the idea of priority registration in light of previous 

literature on issues related to registration timing situates the conversation for future lines of 

inquiry.  

To further evaluate priority registration as a concept and analyze the resulting impact, an 

understanding of the core characteristics of the vast majority of the students who receive the 

benefit provides value. Therefore, analyzing the framework of honors education in research 

literature provides a foundation to discuss the development of honors programs and priority 

registration as recruitment tools. Given that honors programs exist as the single largest driver of 

the priority registration concept, including the national unifying honors council incorporating the 

practice into their stated fundamental elements of honors programs, this analysis of priority 
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registration utilizes honors program literature and the growth of the concept of honors education 

as the research foundation and conceptual framework (NCHC, 2010). Additionally, discussing 

the basic characteristics of honors education in colleges and universities provides an avenue to 

discuss the use of honors programs as a strategic enrollment management lever. 

 At that point, exploring the current knowledge base around factors that contribute to the 

core variables in the five primary research questions is pivotal to frame and distinguish the 

potential effect of priority registration on those factors. Given the lines of inquiry are exhaustive 

in their own right, this chapter will take a macro level view of the research literature in regards to 

influences on degree completion, time to degree, honors retention and completion, student credit 

hour production, and grade point averages. Overall, the background research in each of the five 

areas collectively frames an examination of outcomes of students with and without priority 

registration. Finally, including a discussion of research examining institutional resource and 

policy factors that contribute to an austere environment aids in understanding the context in 

which registration timing may matter. 

Through providing an overview and clarification of the structural aspects of registration 

timing in the literature, placing that background inside a framework of honors education and 

program growth, and establishing a general knowledge base of research related to the primary 

research questions and context, this chapter provides a baseline to understand the impact of 

priority registration on student success. Combining the knowledge from the research literature 

with data on priority registration in practice will ultimately guide administrators in determining 

the impact of the policy and make data-driven decisions on implementation. 
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Priority Registration Definition 

To frame the issue, an operational definition of priority registration appears necessary. 

While appraising the higher education literature related to priority registration, the lack of 

scholarly analysis concerning the topic evidences immediately. The earliest research into the 

concept comes from a report by Walters (1994) commissioned for the Board of Governors of the 

California Community Colleges after system-wide guidelines regarding registration priorities 

were adopted. However, this report primarily examined what specific priorities were put in place, 

in essence determining who received priority in registering for coursework. The report did not 

extend the analysis to include any determination of the impact of the given priority policies. 

At this time, the concept primarily exists as a passing point of reference in articles and 

monographs addressing honors education in colleges and universities. While a growing number 

of researchers examine the impact of registration timing on student success in community 

colleges, priority registration as a term, while existing in research for many years, only recently 

received a formal definition in the literature (Cornille, 2009; Floyd & Holloway, 2006; Hale & 

Bray, 2011; Taylor, 2011; Bahr et al., 2015). The developing concept needed a formalized 

explanation and distinction, as the literature currently does not distinguish between multiple 

similar terminologies, including priority registration, priority access, early enrollment, first pick 

of classes, etc. As such, Bahr et al. (2015) defined the concept as “the hierarchy of temporal 

advantage in course registration appointments prior to open registration, granted selectively to 

specific groups of students by a college” and noted the benefit is specifically designed to provide 

priority access to classes for certain cohorts of students over other populations (p. 16). Using this 

characterization, any form of registration policy that separates students’ registration access over 

time would constitute a priority.  
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This definition blurs subtleties in implementation of registration timing polices. As such, 

this research will attempt to define and distinguish the concept of tiered registration from priority 

registration in order to facilitate a more exacting understanding of the policy implication for 

future researchers. Given no existing framework exists, this will be done by separating a priority 

benefit given to a specific cohort group from access provided to all students as a function of 

purely academic characteristics.  

Tiered vs. Priority Registration Definition 

In defining the differences and similarities, both tiered and priority registration serve as 

mechanisms to stratify registration access over time; however, tiered registration functions on the 

basis of a characteristic that applies to all students while priority registration functions on the 

basis of a characteristic that only applies to certain cohorts. Virtually no academic literature 

exists to explain the basis for certain groups, most commonly seniors, registering ahead of other 

students beyond the common sense logic of having a more stringent set of remaining 

requirements. One example university document from Western Kentucky University (2013) 

references registration timing, both tiered and priority, explaining the beginning of the tiered 

registration system in 1966 and recent growth in special priority access. In that case, and at 

virtually every institution, tiered registration utilizes predominately academic metrics to assign 

registration times, such as either class standing or earned credit hours. Priority registration, on 

the other hand, is based on student attributes or affiliations, like honors, athletic, or disability 

status (Schuman, 2006; Sederberg, 200; Latham & Latham, 1998; Sharp & Sheilley, 2008). 

While all students have a given number of earned credit hours, affiliation with a specific group 

only applies to some. The two concepts can be implemented together or separately depending on 
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institutional goals, resulting in four categories of registration timing: 1) no tiered or priority; 2) 

tiered without priority; 3) priority without tiered; and 4) tiered and priority. 

In a registration system without a tiered or priority structure, all students would receive 

access to register at the exact same time, with no students receiving a temporal advantage. In a 

tiered system without priority, students with a defined academic variable that applies to all 

students would receive access sequentially. Using class standing as the tiered variable, at seven 

o’clock in the morning of the first day of registration a senior could register, with juniors 

following at seven o’clock in the morning the next day, and so on. No one receives an advantage 

from inclusion in a group or non-academic variable. An example of a tiered system without 

priority would be a senior registering ahead of a freshman and/or a senior with 120 hours 

registering ahead of a senior with 100 hours. 

In a priority system without a tiered structure, students involved in specific groups would 

be allocated access to class registration before those not in the groups determined by the 

institution. For example, honors students could register at seven o’clock in the morning on the 

first day, including both honors freshman and honors seniors, with athletes registering on the 

second day, and all others on the third. Accordingly, a standard example of a priority system 

without a tiered structure would be an honors junior registering ahead of a non-honors senior. 

Finally, in a system utilizing both tiered and priority structures, a host of permutations exist, but 

ultimately a combination of academic variables and group affiliation determines a student’s 

registration time. In order to clarify and explain the two most common versions of a system 

using both tiers and priority, distinguishing by the emphasis of the policy is valuable. 

 Specifically, a tiered registration system with priority focuses first on separating students 

by the academic variable and secondly by the group variable, whereas a priority registration 
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system with a tiered structure focuses on the group variable above the academic variable. In 

implementation, a tiered system with priority involves priority only taking precedence inside of 

two equal tiers, whereas a priority system with a tiered structure involves tiers only being utilized 

inside of the priority groupings. Inside of a combination tiered and priority system, institutions 

could vary their emphasis. For example, all honors students registering ahead of all non-honors 

students but honors seniors still registering ahead of honors freshmen would constitute a priority 

system with tiers (see Table 1). A structure in which honors students only register ahead of non-

honors students within the same classification (i.e., honors seniors before non-honors seniors, but 

non-honors seniors before honors juniors) would constitute a tiered system with priority. 

All of these permutations exist in some form throughout institutions that offer an honors 

education; however, the tiered approach and the two example versions using both tiered and 

priority structures exist in abundance. While research examining and detailing the progression of 

student access to the registration system are not available, specific institution examples are 

readily accessible. For example, Georgia State’s honors college allows honors students in good 

standing to register only behind graduation seniors (Georgia State, 2016), while Temple 

University’s honors program allows honors students to register ahead of all class years (Temple 

University, 2016), and the University of Connecticut’s honors program allows honors students to 

register ahead of other students inside their same credit hour tier (University of Connecticut, 

2016). As a visual example from the institution examined for this study, specifics of the most 

recent implementation for first-time, full-time main campus students for the fall 2015 registration 

cycle exist in Table 1 (Office of the University Registrar, 2016). The priority registration is 

clearly delineated as the first set of registration times for students of all hour categories before 

any student without priority.  
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Table 1 

Fall 2015 Registration Time Assignments – Priority Registration with Tiers 

Start Date Start Time Student Category 

MAR 31 7:00 AM Students with priority registration with greater than or equal to 125 earned hours 

MAR 31 10:00 AM Students with priority registration with greater than or equal to 115 earned hours 

MAR 31 1:00 PM Students with priority registration with greater than or equal to 105 earned hours 

MAR 31 3:00 PM Students with priority registration with greater than or equal to 95 earned hours 

APR 01 7:00 AM Students with priority registration with greater than or equal to 87 earned hours 

APR 01 10:00 AM Students with priority registration with greater than or equal to 80 earned hours 

APR 01 1:00 PM Students with priority registration with greater than or equal to 73 earned hours 

APR 01 3:00 PM Students with priority registration with greater than or equal to 65 earned hours 

APR 02 7:00 AM Students with priority registration with greater than or equal to 58 earned hours 

APR 02 10:00 AM Students with priority registration with greater than or equal to 50 earned hours 

APR 02 1:00 PM Students with priority registration with greater than or equal to 43 earned hours 

APR 02 3:00 PM Students with priority registration with greater than or equal to 35 earned hours 

APR 03 7:00 AM Students with priority registration with greater than or equal to 26 earned hours 

APR 03 10:00 AM Students with priority registration with greater than or equal to 18 earned hours 

APR 03 1:00 PM Students with priority registration with greater than or equal to 12 earned hours 

APR 03 3:00 PM Students with priority registration with greater than or equal to 0 earned hours 

APR 06 7:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 130 earned hours 

APR 06 10:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 120 earned hours 

APR 06 1:00 PM Students with greater than or equal to 115 earned hours 

APR 06 3:00 PM Students with greater than or equal to 110 earned hours 

APR 07 7:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 106 earned hours 

APR 07 10:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 102 earned hours 

APR 07 1:00 PM Students with greater than or equal to 96 earned hours 

APR 07 3:00 PM Students with greater than or equal to 92 earned hours 

APR 08 7:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 88 earned hours 

APR 08 10:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 85 earned hours 

APR 08 1:00 PM Students with greater than or equal to 82 earned hours 

APR 08 03:00 PM Students with greater than or equal to 79 earned hours 

APR 09 7:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 76 earned hours 

APR 09 10:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 73 earned hours 

APR 09 1:00 PM Students with greater than or equal to 69 earned hours 

APR 09 3:00 PM Students with greater than or equal to 65 earned hours 

APR 10 07:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 60 earned hours 

APR 10 10:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 55 earned hours 

APR 10 1:00 PM Students with greater than or equal to 51 earned hours 

APR 10 3:00 PM Students with greater than or equal to 48 earned hours 

APR 13 7:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 46 earned hours 

APR 13 10:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 43 earned hours 

APR 13 1:00 PM Students with greater than or equal to 39 earned hours 
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Start Date Start Time Student Category 

APR 13 3:00 PM Students with greater than or equal to 35 earned hours 

APR 14 7:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 30 earned hours 

APR 14 10:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 25 earned hours 

APR 14 1:00 PM Students with greater than or equal to 20 earned hours 

APR 14 3:00 PM Students with greater than or equal to 17 earned hours 

APR 15 7:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 15 earned hours 

APR 15 10:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 14 earned hours 

APR 15 1:00 PM Students with greater than or equal to 13 earned hours 

APR 15 3:00 PM Students with greater than or equal to 11 earned hours 

APR 16 7:00 AM Students with greater than or equal to 8 earned hours 

APR 16 10:00 AM Students with greater than 0 earned hours 

APR 16 1:00 PM Students with No Hours and First Letter of Last Name from A-L 

APR 16 3:00 PM Students with No Hours and First Letter of Last Name from M-Z 

 

Overall, defining the concept of priority registration and creating the term of tiered 

registration provides a mechanism for this research and future studies to discuss the differences 

inherent in implementation. Relevant to the methods of this study, specifically delineating what 

constitutes true priority registration, versus the more normative temporal segmentation of class 

access through tiers, facilitates the researcher in operationalizing what priority registration usage 

means to then evaluate the impact over time. 

Registration Timing 

Placing the conversation of priority registration inside previous literature on registration 

timing strengthens the notion that differences in timing of access to classes affects students. To 

this point, researchers focused on the impact of late registration practices on student success. 

Specifically, many institutions, predominately community colleges, allow students to register 

after the normal registration time window. However, a large body of literature strongly 

concludes that students who register late have lower academic achievement and are significantly 

less like to enroll in the next semester along with decreases in longer term graduation (Smith, 

Street, & Olivarex, 2002; Cornille, 2009; Ford, Stahl, Walker, & Ford, 2008; Safer, 2009; Hale 

& Bray, 2011). One researcher believes an extensive enough knowledge base exists to make the 
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definitive determination that late registration should no longer exist (O’Banion, 2012). A more 

recent review of the literature on late registration by Tompkins and Williams (2015) suggested 

rather that institutions should “investigate and selectively modify…registration policies…and 

procedures that have the potential to improve the academic achievement” of students (p. 71). 

This call suggested additional, more nuanced, information is necessary, and the same notion that 

the timing of registering for classes may severely affect a student’s ability to succeed extends to 

the concept of priority registration as well. 

 However, a distinction exists in the previous literature on late registration compared to 

priority registration. While institutions choose to allow late registration as an institutional 

decision, students retain the ability to determine when they register. Due to individual 

circumstances, students may choose or not be able to enroll during the normal time windows, 

and those factors, rather than the institution’s choice to allow late registration, are the driving 

negative influence (Bryant, Danley, Fleming, & Somer, 1996; O’Banion, 2012). On the other 

hand, priority registration forces student’s registration times into specific windows, which makes 

the institution’s choice the primary driver rather than the student’s decision (Bahr et al., 2015). 

Institutions also make the choice to provide the benefit to other populations outside of honors 

students, specifically students with disabilities and student athletes (Latham & Latham, 1998; 

Sharp & Sheilley, 2008; Munkwitz-Smith, 2001). By providing the benefit to those students and 

honors populations, institutions bolster the argument that they believe the practice positively 

impacts those that receive priority registration.  

 A newly emerging policy line in community colleges in California emphasizes the belief 

that policymakers feel registration timing impacts student success, as they have started utilizing 

priority registration as a means for handling overcrowding (Gurantz, 2015). The decision making 
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structure intends to help students who have taken the steps necessary to be successful by giving 

them earlier access to classes. Gurantz (2015) examined the connection between when a student 

was assigned to register for a course and the overall course availability. In the specific 

community college studied, seats in courses that were targeted graduation requirements or 

transfer requirements actually remained available throughout the bulk of the registration process, 

filling only right before classes. Additional examinations suggested that when students initiate 

their search for courses, and the frequency in which they do so, have an equivalent impact as the 

official assigned registration time. Yet, even this most recent research recognizes the dearth of 

studies focusing on registration behaviors with none focusing on the distinction between 

assigned and observed registration times. Most focus on registration after a semester begun and 

only examined community colleges, thereby further demonstrating the necessity of further 

exploration. 

 One primary article focuses on the concept of priority registration in light of research on 

registration timing. Bahr et al. (2015) have argued institutions have the responsibility to 

understand the limited body of research on registration priority policies, conjecturing that 

students without priority may have negative outcomes over time. They noted variance across 

community colleges in which segments of students received priority, with many institutions 

grouping “continuing students, new students, returning students, and students in special 

programs” (p. 358).  Honors students received priority in 28% of institutions examined that gave 

advantage to special populations. Bahr et al. (2015) called for an examination of the effects of 

priority policies, when examining these registration timing frameworks. Of additional 

importance is that students understand the registration priority model in order for them to make 

informed decisions regarding their course selection. As such, Bahr et al. (2015) also called for 
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examination of how many students use the priority given to them by an institution, as a 

mitigating variable in the impact of registration priority is the assumption that students make 

decisions as a function of those policies. Ultimately, this study aimed to extend that limited body 

of research while answering these questions, albeit in reference to a four-year institution. 

Holistically, previous literature informs the notion that registration timing matters 

significantly in regards to student success, providing a foundation to further that examination. 

The very beginnings of research on assigned registration order in California provides a call for 

further research and the springboard necessary to explore the related impact at four-year 

institutions and as a function of the logical connection to priority registration. However, the 

existing analyses focus on community colleges and only indirectly discuss honors populations. 

Previous analyses have failed to differentiate between assigned registration times and the times 

actually utilized by students in their individual registration. Therefore, extending the initial 

definition and conversation, while also providing empirical analysis of the priority registration 

practice, provides significant value. In order to examine the impact of the registration policies, an 

understanding of the context in which priority registration policies have evolved, along with an 

examination of the characteristics of the individual students making decisions based on those 

policies, is necessary to frame the situational context. 

Growth of Honors Programs 

The growth of honors programs and priority registration in higher education over the last 

few decades stems from an increased focus on attracting high-achieving students, often coined 

the ‘best and the brightest.’ Primarily occurring in public institutions and state flagships, 

expansion arose as a function of strategic enrollment management goals (Long, 2002; Rinn & 

Plucker, 2004). Administrators realized the concept of honors education effused a certain 
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perception, one that admissions’ offices could tweak and refine to meet application and yield 

rates among a certain demographic. This select, commonly wealthy, contingent of high-school 

students, buoyed by their experiences in secondary education honors curriculums, view 

themselves in a different light from their peers (Galinova, 2005). Their experiences of honors 

tracks, advanced placement courses, international baccalaureate credit, and dual enrollment, 

fueled by a constant push for excellence from parents, create a personal identity as an ‘honors’ 

student. This honors identity drives expectations for post-secondary education. Honors students 

want and expect preferential treatment, including honors only courses, small class sizes, personal 

attention, and first pick of classes (Hill, 2005).  

From an institutional perspective, these students represent a valuable asset from a 

prestige standpoint, as administrators utilize honors programs as a lever of strategic enrollment 

management (Long, 2002; Rinn & Plucker, 2004). Honors students drive test scores up, assist in 

bringing in grants by engaging in research, win nationally-recognized awards, and, most 

importantly, are more likely to graduate (Astin, 1993; Cosgrove, 2004; Galinova, 2005; Slavin, 

Coladarci & Pratt, 2008). The growth in programs was originally aided by the argument that 

high-achieving students need to have a distinct learning environment in order to maximize their 

learning, given they have better outcomes when they are around similar students (Achterberg, 

2005). In the meantime, these students generate enrollment by attracting non-high-achieving 

peers who pay full tuition. In an effort to attract this contingent of students and compete with 

other institutions, colleges and universities choose to placate the desires of the honors population 

by providing them with enhanced undergraduate experiences through tangible benefits. Out of 

many different elements including honors classes, honors housing, and honors advising, honors 

students deem priority registration the most valuable benefit of an honors program (Hill, 2005). 
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Given that honors students expect the benefit, institutions implemented the policy in order to 

match benchmark schools. The degree of adoption actually prompted the NCHC to amend their 

Basic Characteristics of a Fully Developed Honors Program to include priority access to classes 

as a core element of an honors experience (2010). 

Relevant to this study and the implemented methodology, this growth of honors programs 

and the associated benefits establish the increasing relevance of examining registration timing 

through the concept of priority registration. With institutions moving to all incorporate some type 

of priority policy into their registration timing structure, knowledge of the actual impact is 

paramount in determining how the concept should be implemented.  

Characteristics of Honors Education 

Along with the growth of programs, research literature on honors education shows a 

dramatic growth over the last four decades as well; even so, the need for additional scholarship 

on various topics related to honors education is evident (Schuman, 2004). Two primary types of 

research appear, primarily extending existing findings related to higher education institutions or 

students into the honors realm or exploring an element of honors education uniquely existing as a 

function of honors programs. The vast majority of the research stems from a collective group of 

individuals affiliated with the National Collegiate Honors Council and their related publications, 

the Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council and the National Collegiate Honors 

Council Monograph series. Additional honors related journals, the National Forum for Honors 

and the National Honors Report, have existed, along with honors related research in more 

mainstream student development literature, but the primary research growth extends from recent 

dissertations (Holman & Banning, 2012). 
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  One of the primary themes of honors education is analyzing or combating the elitism 

viewpoint of honors programs, specifically that providing targeted resources to high-achieving 

students decrease opportunities for individuals who may have a greater need (Campbell, 2005; 

Mullins, 2005; Pehlke, 2003). This concept balances with the desire of institutions to increase 

their prestige, which is often an artifact of attracting higher-achieving students to campus. As 

such, a debate exists on how to balance both of those realities inside of the goals of a singular 

institution. The literature shows a growth in honors programs since their primary rise in the 

1960s with a little over 60% of four-year institutions having some form of an honors program 

(Baker, Reardon, & Riordan, 2000). Arguments suggest that the development of honors 

programs actually decreases institutional stratification as higher-achieving students spread out 

over less-prestigious schools (Galinova, 2005). However, neither the elitism nor growth issues 

have extensive research behind them, as an evident call for increased assessment on honors 

programs exists (Lanier, 2008). 

Research on the actual students themselves shows raw differences between honors and 

non-honors students in many variables including grade point averages, test scores, motivation, 

graduation, and retention rates (Astin, 1993; Long & Lange, 2002; Mathiasen, 1985; Rinn, 2005; 

Seifert, Pascarella, Colangelo, & Assouline, 2007). One of the largest differences appears to exist 

as an artifact of what honors students expect from an institution and their understanding of 

themselves as gifted or higher achieving individuals. Honors students expect preferential 

treatment from an institution including smaller classes, top faculty, better living arrangements, 

and logistical benefits such as priority registration (Hill, 2005; Michelich, Storrs, & Pellett, 2007; 

Shushok, 2002). As a function of this expectation, honors students with priority registration may 

feel more supported by the institution as they are marked as worthy of an assumed benefit while 



30 

 

those without priority may perceive themselves as marginalized. Priority registration may have 

therefore created a psychological impact coupled with an organizational component. Braxton 

(2003) argued that student satisfaction with an institution partially depends on the perceived 

climate of a university, including factors such as friendliness, supportiveness, and intellectual 

environment. The combination of all students’ impressions of those characteristics generates an 

atmosphere that affects student success. Differences in honors and non-honors markers of 

student success arguably exist as artifacts of students perceiving an institution as a hostile or 

unsupportive environment which promotes a negative climate that fails to foster positive 

outcomes for segments of students.  

This could be exacerbated by the fact that honors students are significantly less likely to 

be low income or in a minority group, who already have been documented to have lower degree 

completion and student success (Runyan, 2012, Thayer, 2000; Tinto, 2006; Engle & O’Brien, 

2007). Given honors programs heavily utilize test scores and high school grade point averages in 

admission decisions and the relationship of those variables to parental education and 

socioeconomic status, this discrepancy is not surprising. The incongruity is even further 

exacerbated given that recent research suggests high performing, lower socioeconomic status 

students are less likely to apply to selective honors programs (Hoxby & Avery, 2012). 

 On the other hand, an initial attempt to evaluate the distinctions from the inverse angle 

are beginning, as Slavin et al. (2008), Keller and Lacy (2013), and Goodstein and Szarek (2013) 

started to account for academic achievement in their analyses to determine if differences are 

simply due to academic achievement as a function of admissions criteria, rather than realized 

differences generated by an honors environment. Even so, Furtwengler (2015) noted that while a 

few studies utilize some form of quantitative evaluation of honors outcomes accounting for 
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academic ability, they each have issues in determining causal relationships and have a variety of 

limitations in determining the true differences between honors and non-honors students. 

Utilizing this information to design this study informs the need to develop a mechanism 

to account for academic achieving in evaluating the impact of priority registration. With honors 

students being given priority registration and entering with higher levels of academic 

achievement, higher degree completion, and lower time-to-degree, as well as higher credit hour 

production and grade point averages could potentially simply be artifacts of individual student 

differences. When institutions know the exact value and difference their honors students and 

programs provide, they can leverage that information to promote and bolster their programs. 

Honors as a Recruitment Tool 

Accordingly, one small line of inquiry stems from the concept of increasing institutional 

prestige in higher education through determining how institutions utilize honors programs to 

increase their rankings. A few researchers have started considering that institutions use honors 

programs to attract high-achieving students who may have enrolled in a more prestigious 

institution (Long, 2002; Pehlke, 2003; Galinova, 2005; Bohnlein, 2008). Framing the growth of 

honors programs in light of an increasing focus on strategic enrollment management by 

institutions creates a plausible explanation for widespread adoption (Huddleston, 2000; 

Galinova, 2005). By leveraging the concept of providing a curriculum and environment designed 

specifically for higher achieving students, often paired with merit scholarships, institutions 

increased enrollment of the high-achieving demographic. Given that most all honors programs 

utilize some form of high school grade point average and standardized test scores for admission, 

they self-select a contingent of students who are more likely to succeed, thereby increasing 

measures of institutional prestige (Slavin et al., 2008).  
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 In order to recruit these individuals, institutions develop attractive benefits packaged with 

the honors ideal to market honors programs (Hill, 2005; Schuman, 2006). Priority registration, as 

one of the related benefits, appears to be what honors students deem the most attractive given 

they believe being able to register for classes first allows them to graduate on time (Cossentino, 

2007; Merriam & Alpetkin, 2008). As institutions started to compete with honors programs at 

other institutions, an increasing sect added priority registration as a tangible policy to the point 

that the coordinating body of honors programs included the practice as a fundamental element of 

an honors experience (Goodstein, 2013). Specifically, the rationale for the inclusion was the 

“scheduling difficulties caused by the need to satisfy both honors and major program(s) 

requirements” (NCHC, 2010, para. 17). Additionally, the benefit was arguably partially created 

to minimize the number of high-achieving students who choose not to participate in an honors 

program, as one researcher found that many students opt-out of participating as a function of a 

worry that their grade point averages will suffer from an honors curriculum (Hartleroad, 2005). 

Continued research explores exactly what honors students expect out of their experience, 

as mainstream publications increasingly focus on comparing honors programs, much like media 

outlets already provide for institutions as a whole (Digby, 2005). A new line of research has 

emerged in examining which factors honors students want to be evaluated on for admission to an 

honors program, with the vast majority supporting both high school grades and standardized test 

scores with greater weight on high school grade point average (Roszkowski & Nigro, 2015). 

Accordingly, the ultimate goal for understanding unique characteristics of honors students is to 

leverage that information to increase both degree and honors completion through selective 

recruitment.  
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In a similar vein, understanding the impact of structures and policies that benefit honors 

students, such as alterations to standard registration timing, potentially serves as a mechanism to 

increase other markers of student success. Particularly relevant to this study, as institutional 

administrators increase resources and focus on honors students to compete in the higher 

education marketplace, they may be unintentionally hampering the success of other groups of 

students, including low-income and minorities. However, before a direct examination of the 

impact of registration timing is feasible, reviewing the existing knowledge on the five markers of 

student success and discussing their potential connection with registration timing is warranted. 

Degree Completion 

Framing a primary research question around the base premise of priority registration, 

specifically that first access to classes is beneficial to students, the logical and arguably most 

important factor to examine is the impact on degree completion. With federal and state 

governments clamoring to increase the productivity of higher education, and the usage of 

aggregate graduation rates as common metrics for success and performance-based funding, any 

avenue that possesses the potential to aid in understanding and improve degree completion 

deserves attention. Overall roughly a third of first-time students who enter a four-year institution 

complete at that institution within four years, which rises to roughly 56% by six years and 

ultimately 65% if factoring in degree completion at another institution (Adelman, 2006). 

The existing research knowledge base on degree completion and student retention is 

exhaustive, but any base examination would be remiss without including the work of Adelman 

(1999, 2006). He composed one of the seminal works examining educational attainment and 

graduation attainment using longitudinal data, specifically analyzing factors that impact 

undergraduate graduation in four-year schools. Basing research on the original work of Tinto 
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(1975, 1982), Bean (1980), Pascarella and Terenzini (1980), among others, Adelman utilized 

transcript level data from the US Department of Education to understand how academic 

resources influence degree attainment. By tracking individuals from high school through their 

mid-twenties, Adelman’s work has focused on students rather than institutions, understanding 

that existing structures of graduation rates fail to account for students who transfer and swirl 

across different institutions. The findings strongly suggest that academic rigor in high school is 

the most influential variable in collegiate degree completion while recognizing the plethora of 

other individual and institutional variables associated with completion. 

 Recognizing the importance of using the student as the unit of analysis, this research 

extends the use of transcript level data to enrollment patterns of students while connecting 

student decisions to larger institutional policy. The ability to track students over time is 

necessary to bolster any claims of longitudinal effects. Importantly, the procedural aspect of 

registration, specifically the question of how students enroll in courses, fails to evidence in 

Adelman’s previous discussions of student departure and degree completion as a variable 

influencing degree completion mainly due to his focus on student variables rather than 

institutional procedures. 

Countless others have built on Adelman’s work, but specifically DesJarins, McCall, 

Ahlburg, and Moye (2002) added in temporal components in a replication to explore the latent 

effects time can have in influencing the predictive nature of variables in degree completion. 

Importantly, this informs the current research by requiring consideration that the impact of 

registration priority likely varies as a function of when a given student uses the priority, in that 

the impact of priority may manifest differently when utilized earlier or later in a college career as 

a function of the given classes a student needs. 
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A plethora of quantitative studies utilize regression to predict college retention and 

graduation (Gillmore & Hoffman, 1997; Goenner & Snaith, 2003; DeBerard, Spielman, & Julka, 

2004; Hall, Smith, & Chia, 2008; Synco, 2012). A few standard academic predictor variables 

have been determined, such as composite ACT score, cumulative college grade point averages, 

high school grade point averages, and demographics variables such as race, sex, and 

socioeconomic background. However, most research on graduation rates and timing fails to 

examine individual institutional dynamics and characteristics, as only a few studies have 

postulated the institutional factors impacting degree completion (Ziskin, Hossler, & Kim, 2009; 

Hossler, Ziskin, Moore, & Wakhungu, 2008). Notably, Astin (1997) originally argued that “the 

reason why some students take more than four-years [to graduate] may have as much to do with 

the institution as with the student” (p. 652). Astin and Oseguera (2005) noted that not only pre-

college characteristics of students, but also the characteristics of a given institution and other 

environmental factors have significant impact on degree completion while Hossler (2005) 

pushed for additional research focused on institutional practices that impact college student 

retention. Accordingly, from an institutional characteristic perspective, Goenner and Snaith 

(2003) found that student-faculty ratios, rations of full-time to part-time faculty, and financial 

variables, including tuition and fees and spending, explained a significant amount of variance in 

graduation rates. Furthermore, Synco (2012) included various “institutional constructs” in an 

examination of background variables that impact college student retention (p. 30). Although not 

including registration timing as a specific construct, the research included institution specific 

policies and strategies into a retention analysis, which provides a basis upon which to extend 

further into priority registration. One study did examine long-term impact of late registration on 

degree completion (Kurlaender et al., 2014). Specifically, students who attempted initial 
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registration later in the order were less likely to be able to register for a given course; however, 

there was no evidence for a cumulative impact of these given failures to access a given course in 

degree completion or time to degree. By modifying this prior analysis of registration failures to 

examine the concept of access to the registration system, this research extends initials attempts to 

understand the impact of registration timing on degree completion at a more macro level. 

In informing this study, the existing knowledge base on degree completion suggests 

additional research into institutional factors that impact graduation rates would be beneficial. 

Utilizing regression models that account for known predictors of graduation where possible, like 

academic ability, financial aid, race, etc. will improve the ability to determine the additive impact 

usage of priority registration has on a student’s likelihood of graduating. Notably, the majority of 

the existing studies discussed have started to examine institutional factors but have yet to include 

registration timing access as a potential factor in models, providing an opportunity to account for 

an additional piece of the wide degree of variance in graduation rates. Additionally, focusing on 

registration attempts furthers an initial attempt to understand the impact of student registration 

practices on likelihood of graduation. 

Time to Degree 

Strongly associated with degree completion, time to degree exists as another measure of 

longitudinal completion that potentially directly relates to a student’s ability to access a 

particular set of classes over time. Students that fail to register for one or a few classes during 

any given term due to a course being full or not matching an open time in their schedules may be 

required to delay graduation from anywhere from one term to multiple semesters. In an extreme 

scenario, a student who only needs one class to graduate cannot register for that given section 

because other students have taken the seat, thereby causing them to take zero credit hours for that 
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term and delay graduation to a future semester. More likely, a given student fails to register for a 

course that acts as a prerequisite for another course in a future term, thereby indirectly delaying 

graduation. Significant financial impacts also exist of extending time to degree, as not only do 

students have to pay for additional courses, but they realize the opportunity cost associated with 

failing to enter the workforce and lose out on wages. As such, determining if differences exist 

between the actual time to degree for graduates further elucidates the potential impact of priority 

registration. In order to understand potential connections between time to degree and registration 

timing, discussion of other variables influencing time to degree provides a baseline knowledge 

set. 

 Concurrently with overall enrollment growth in higher education, the length of time to 

complete an undergraduate degree has been increasing as well, from just over four and half years 

to five years during the last decades of the twentieth century (Bound, Lovenheim, & Turner, 

2010). Notably, standard metrics for graduation rates at both state and federal level now utilize a 

six-year time frame instead of a four-year window, and over a third of college graduates who 

earned their degree within six years took longer than four years (Selingo, 2001; Kurlaender et al., 

2014). In addition to the shift from four-year to six-year metrics to evaluate completion, a 

growing body of literature has started to develop on examining influences on time to degree. 

Herzog (2006) specifically noted that while significant research has considered the factors that 

predict retention and graduation, less research exists in quantifying various influences on time to 

degree.  

Various formats exist on how to determine time to degree, as some focus on the elapsed 

calendar time between high school and college graduation; however, the more standard approach 

involves determining the initial term or enrollment at a given institution to graduation at that 
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same institution. Garcia (1994) initially discussed the standard pathway for completing a 

baccalaureate degree in a normative four-year timeline, suggesting the standard should involve 

continuous enrollment and earning at least 30 credit hours each academic year which has been 

followed up in different forms by various researchers (Knight, 2004; Adelman, 2006; Bound 

Lovenheim & Turner, 2010). The key in discussions of time to degree is distinguishing between 

the number of enrolled terms and elapsed terms, given variance in summer semester enrollment 

and students taking intentional breaks. In light of these factors, one of the original ideas put forth 

regarding time to degree questioned whether time existed as the appropriate measure versus the 

concept of efficiency. Gillmore and Hoffman (1997) developed the Graduation Efficiency Index 

(GEI) as a mechanism to bolster existing examinations of the number of terms and elapsed time 

from initiating a degree. The GEI is calculated by defining the number of credits required for a 

given degree, subtracting any transfer credit received, and dividing by the total number of credits 

a student received while enrolled. Rather than examining time, the GEI determines how many 

excess credit hours a student attempted on their pathway to degree completion. Additional 

research continues to advance mechanisms for determining time-to-degree but still include more 

traditional forms of overall elapsed time or semester (Lam, 2007; Runyan, 2012). 

Regarding factors that actually influence time to degree, in any form of measurement, 

one of the original studies focused more on time to degree for doctoral programs which 

emphasized the importance of financial support in decreasing time to degree, with other factors 

predicting timing such as the number of dependents and intended plan after graduation (Abedi & 

Benkin, 1987). Others included examinations of various micro level departmental factors that 

influence time to degree (de Valero, 2001). However, more recent research focuses more on 

undergraduate students. Runyan’s (2012) dissertation provides an excellent review of multiple 
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factors that influence time to degree while expanding the existing knowledge base through 

transcript level analysis of roughly 1,600 undergraduate degrees granted by a singular four-year 

institution. Two of the strongest correlations with the various markers of time-to-degree were the 

cumulative hours attempted and the cumulative hours earned, both of which likely vary as a 

function of registration timing. However, Runyan’s analysis did not include a metric for 

evaluating a given student’s access to classes as a potential variable. Additionally, financial aid, 

specifically receiving Pell Grants, has been shown to be associated with shorter time to degree 

when accounting for related variables (Wei & Horn, 2009).  

Examining time-to-degree data more generally, females earn their degrees faster than 

comparable males and ethnic minority students tend to take a longer time to complete their 

degree than white students. Furthermore, students with higher academic ability determined by 

high school grade point averages tend to graduate earlier (Kurlaender et al., 2014). A couple 

studies also evaluate outcomes of elongated time to degree instead of root causes, suggesting that 

delayed time to graduation may be connected to decreased employment outcomes and lower 

wages as well (Aina, Baici, & Casalone, 2011; Aina & Pastore, 2012). 

Arguments regarding who holds the blame for longer time to degree vary dramatically, 

given that both students and institutions could be considered culprits. Knight (2004) found that 

student enrollment behaviors demonstrate significant impact on time to degree and student 

success. One such example are students who Volkwein and Lorang (1996) originally labeled as 

“extenders,” those who are theoretically on a full-time path for four-year degree completion but 

ultimately enroll for a longer period of time (p. 43). Via a transcript level analysis, they 

determined three groups of these types of students exist, those who extended due to financial 

need issues, those who extended via taking fewer credit hours to keep a higher grade point 
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average, and those who needed more time to work or fulfill family responsibilities. They also 

noted that campus policies impact registration processes, as full-time definitions across most 

campuses are only 12 credit hours per term.  

More recently, a growing number of students are intentionally aiming to complete their 

degrees in under four-years (Taylor & Doane, 2012). This plausibly relates to the desires of 

honors students to receive, and an institution’s choice to provide, privileges like priority 

registration in order to aid honors students in graduating earlier than a normative time frame. 

Notably, Cullinane and Lincove (2014) suggested that “policy changes designed to reduce time 

to degree may have perverse effects on overall graduation rates” given that often unintended 

consequences of institutional policy often manifest negatively (p.1). 

Other recent research specifically attributes the increased time to degree to decreased 

resources in public institutions (Bound et al., 2010). An understudied function of longer time-to-

degree stems from the increased retention of students in upper-division coursework, which 

thereby increases the financial resources and time the institution and faculty must expend. 

However, one initial attempt to quantify potential resource constraints impacting time to degree 

comes from a mechanism that has been labeled “course scarcity” (Kurlaender et al., 2014, p. 26). 

They defined the concept as a situation in which a given individual fails to have access to 

register for all of the courses necessary for completing degree requirements. This concept likely 

occurs as a function of an institution not having the resources to offer more sections; however, 

on an individual basis a given course becomes scare for a student once that section fills. With 

temporally adjusted access to classes, given sections of courses are more or less scarce for a 

particular individual. For example, a non-honors senior who left an entry-level requirement for a 
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final semester may begin registration looking for a seat in a course that has already been filled 

with honors freshmen and sophomores. 

While defining scarcity as a concept, Kurlaender et al. (2014) explored the impact of 

student’s ability to register for courses required for graduation to determine if restriction on 

access elongates time to degree. Differences in time to degree as a function of enrollment in 

different academic colleges were found, due to curricular requirements. Additionally, the ability 

to tease out causal distinctions between those who encountered more shutouts changing majors 

more frequently was not possible. They found minimal and virtually zero relationship between 

the number of times a student attempted to register for a course that was full and their on-time 

likelihood of graduation. However, the study was based on randomized course registration times 

assigned as a function of tiered credit hour priority. Specifically, students were only originally 

competing with students who had similar numbers of hours and thereby were at similar stages of 

their academic progression. Kurlaender et al. (2014) also excluded students who received priority 

registration; therefore, the potential of those who had true priority, such as honors students, did 

not manifest. An extremely important consideration in looking at their analysis is that they could 

not fully account for proactive student decision making, specifically how many times students 

did not attempt to register for a given course because they were already aware that course was 

full. As such, the number of shutouts was likely drastically understated compared to the actual 

number of instances in which a student was unable to gain access to a course they desired. 

Additionally, the authors admitted that the differences may actually manifest as a function of 

students failing to complete a degree rather than just elongating their completion; however, their 

sample hindered the ability to analyze the relationship between course scarcity and degree 

completion. 
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Overall, understanding the impact of elongated time to degree provides a basis to 

understand the importance of developing registration priorities that reduce the average time a 

given student is enrolled. The existing knowledge base informs this study by demonstrating the 

need for transcript level analysis in evaluating factors that contribute to time-to-degree while also 

demonstrating a gap in that registration timing has not been included in prior analyses. The 

closest attempt at examining course scarcity by Kurlaender et al. (2014) warrants additional 

inquiries to examine whether or not similar patterns hold true, especially utilizing a different 

method of examining registration access. 

Honors Graduation and Completion 

Effectively understanding the impact of priority registration on degree completion of 

students relies on establishing a baseline understanding of honors students’ retention and 

graduation in relation to non-honors students. At an elementary level, researchers have found a 

real difference in graduation rates, as honors participants demonstrate significantly higher 

graduation rates (Astin, 1993; Cosgrove, 2004; Slavin et al., 2008). In addition, they show 

greater levels of retention and higher measures of collegiate success including grade point 

averages, especially during the first year of college (Pflaum, Pasacarella, & Duby, 1985; 

Shushock, 2006; Seifert et al., 2007). Furthermore, various research suggests that varying 

measures of academic ability, including high school test scores, predict retention on a larger 

scale (Murtaugh, Burns, & Schuster, 1999; Reason, 2003; Reason 2009). However, Shushok 

(2006) has shown that many of those differences do not extend all the way through senior year. 

Differences in honors and non-honors graduation rates have the potential to stem from priority 

registration; however, if no differences exist in non-honors and honors graduation rates, priority 

registration may not have the expected impact. At this point, the literature does not yet include 
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considering priority registration as one of the variables that impacts the likelihood of degree 

completion of honors students, as the registration timing literature still primarily focuses on late 

class registration. 

At the same time, the literature documents an extraordinarily low level of honors program 

completion, existing as an independent concept from graduation (Cosgrove, 2004; Campbell, 

2006; Slavin, Coladarci, & Pratt, 2008). Students who initially enroll in an honors program and 

do not complete the honors requirements, but still graduate from the institution, are likely 

different than those that complete both the degree and honors requirements, but only a couple 

researchers have examined contributing factors (Coursol & Wagner, 1986; Campbell & Fuqua, 

2008). This line of inquiry focuses on determining the variables that predict success in an honors 

program so that institutions can proactively tailor their admission criteria to enroll likely 

completers (McKay, 2009). 

In order to dig deeper, the issue surfaces of how to distinguish between the inherent 

impact of honors education from differences that exist as a function of a given demographic of 

students. These initial studies that have recently accounted for academic achievement in 

retention and graduation rates and show much smaller, and some non-significant differences, 

between the rates of honors students’ graduation and the rates of a similar academically able 

group of non-honors students (Cosgrove, 2004; Slavin et al., 2008). Keller and Lacy (2013) went 

even farther with a propensity score analysis that included multiple other demographic and 

background characteristics in examining graduation rates. They were able to determine that other 

variables do moderate the real differences in graduation rates of honors and non-honors students 

but the difference is still larger and statistically significant as a function of the honors experience, 

over 10% at five-year graduation. 
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The most recent line of inquiry focuses on the emerging evidence that honors program 

completion rates, as a distinct variable from university graduation, are extremely low across the 

board. Goodstein and Szarek (2013) examined the various influences of low completion rates 

and determined interventions that can raise honors completion, while Savage, Raehsler, and 

Fiedor (2014) suggested that selecting students based primarily off high school grade point 

averages provides the best chance to identify likely honors program completers. The related 

implications of honors non-completers and academically equivalent non-honors students’ 

graduation rates extend to the effect of registration timing. Given that honors students exist as the 

largest contingent of students with access to priority registration, examining whether the priority 

benefit affects their ability to complete their honors requirements provides value. Specifically, 

given that honors courses are often limited to only honors students, access to the courses required 

for honors completion would be theoretically limited to only individuals who have priority 

(NCHC, 2010). Therefore, the impact of priority registration could be moderated. However, an 

extremely important practical consideration exists, in that the honors programs commonly 

remove students proactively due to retention policies (Cosgrove, 2004). This action removes 

both priority registration and access to classes necessary to complete the requirements; therefore, 

a likely correlation exists between the number of priority registration terms and completion of 

honors, but that relationship is not necessarily due to priority. Even so, given that students could 

have been assigned a priority time without using the benefit, analyzing completion as a function 

of priority usage still provides value.  

The literature base on honors completion and graduation provides essential knowledge to 

inform an evaluation of the concept. The researcher anticipated honors completion rates will be 

low overall, and the need to account for academic ability is essential in order to determine if any 
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differences in rates are a function of institutional versus student factors. Notably important are 

the findings that high school grade point average is currently the best predictor of honors 

completion and different in honors impact may vary throughout the overall time of enrollment. 

Student Credit Hour Production 

A primary connecting point between graduation rates and time to degree is total credit 

hour production, a function of the number of classes taken and passed by students. Specifically, a 

full-time load for an undergraduate student at the majority of two-year and four-year institutions 

is twelve credit hours. Students traditionally enroll in four, three-credit hour courses a term to 

reach this baseline. However, Pitter (1996) originally found that the average total required credit 

hours for a degree ranged from around 122-124 in the liberal arts and social sciences to 130-142 

in more applied fields like engineering, and those original norms have not changed over the last 

few decades (Johnson, Reidy, Droll, & LeMon, 2012). As such, in order to complete the 120+ 

minimum credit hours that most baccalaureate institutions require, a student usually needs to 

enroll in at least an average of fifteen credit hours to graduate in the traditional eight fall and 

spring terms. Adelman’s (2006) work noted that the absolute baseline students needed to achieve 

to be on a positive trajectory for degree completion was at least 20 credits by the end of the first 

year of enrollment. 

While the specific number of hours required for different disciplines and the number any 

given student takes in a single term can vary, students within a single institution are ultimately 

subject to the same parameters defining access to register for the courses that make up each of 

their individual terms. As such, a logical inference would be that the ability to selected preferred 

days and times through earlier access to classes would allow a student to potentially register for 

more credit hours than someone without priority access. However, before any viable claim can 
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be made, an examination into research on factors that influence credit hour production and 

course selected is warranted.  

A host of factors play into student decisions on how many credit hours to take, including 

individual determinations of their ability, work schedule, desired timeline to graduate, academic 

prerequisites, etc., as well as differences in individuals who enroll in different levels of credit 

hours. Jones (2001) provided a transcript level analysis of student course completion, analyzing 

the connection to persistence and other demographic and academic variables. Students who 

enrolled in more credit hours were more likely to persist and were more likely to be female, 

white, and earlier in their degree program. Notably, high school grade point average was not 

related to the number of hours a student enrolled; however, those who did well in college from a 

grade point average standpoint were more likely to register for more hours. Additionally, 

significant relationships between financial variables, specifically financial aid, and enrolled 

credit hours were found. This connection supports the findings of multiple other studies linking 

financial aid to persistence in college and increased credit hour production (Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991; Bettinger, 2004; Paulsen & St. John, 2002). Babad, Icekson, and Yelinek, 

(2008) delved even further into credit hour production, examining the factors influencing student 

course selection and cancellation during the registration period, noting that a tremendous number 

of factors influence the decision making process of each student. They suggested that “Research 

on course selection and course cancellation illuminates an important domain of students’ 

experiences in the institution of higher education, dealing with decision making processes that 

may have a great impact on their personal and professional future” (p. 310).  More recent 

literature suggests that the factors influencing course registration may also differ by delivery 
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modality and can be successfully used to predict retention and success in a given course (Wladis, 

Wladis, & Hachey, 2014). 

 Notably one of the largest personal and professional impacts is that the number of hours a 

student chooses to register for directly relates to how long the student is enrolled. Knight (2004) 

found that total student credit hours earned and the average number of credit hours taken each 

semester were two of the best predictors of time to degree. His previous research (1994) 

suggested that larger numbers of credit hours did indeed correlate with longer time to degree and 

were often an artifact of individual circumstances, and fewer numbers of credit hours taken and 

completed by students per term has often been shown to elongate time to degree (Bound et al., 

2010; Gillmore & Hoffman, 1997; Volkwein & Lorang, 1996). 

Researchers have long known that part-time enrollment hampers degree completion, both 

in timing and graduation (Carroll, 1989; Adelman, 1999, 2006; Blecher. 2006; Attewell, Heil, & 

Reisel, 2012). As such, many non-profits and research foundations, such as Complete College 

America (2013), heavily advocate for students to take at least fifteen credits each term, noting 

that students who do so are more likely to earn their degree and spend less in tuition while 

freeing up time join the workforce and space for institutions to serve additional students. The 

White House even recognizes the benefit of full-time enrollment in degree attainment, as the 

Obama administration is pushing to restore year-round Pell Grants with a new annual bonus for 

students who enroll in at least 15 credit hours each semester (Fain, 2016). In response to the 

Obama administration’s proposal, Stan Jones, president of Complete College America, was 

quoted by Paul Fain’s via Inside Higher Ed as saying: 

Students who take at least 15 credits per semester are more likely to complete…Efforts to 

incentivize students to take 15 credits per semester or 30 credits per year would not only 

make…a better investment for the federal government, it would show a true commitment 

to boosting graduation rates. (para. 19) 
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Although criticized as not aiding part-time, non-traditional students, the goals of the bonus are 

admirable and further demonstrate the importance of being able to register for at least fifteen 

credit hours. Additionally, Attewell and Monaghan (2016) just recently determined using 

propensity-score matching methods that students who start with 15 hours compared to 12 hours 

and those who increase their load to fifteen hours in later semesters significantly increase their 

likelihood of graduation within six years. 

Examinations of the factors that contribute to a student taking a part-time load or fewer 

credit hours often ignore institutional policy. One of the few connections Adelman (2006) made 

to institutional policy focused on the number of withdrawn courses a student had, as a function 

of allowances by an institution’s policy. While the finding that students who withdraw frequently 

performed worse is significant, the important connection to this research extends from 

establishing a precedent that institution policy can impact credit hour production. For example, a 

possibility exists that with priority registration overloading themselves on credit hours and then 

withdrawing from a course with a non-penalizing grade, thereby removing that seat from the 

pool of other students who would have taken and potentially completed the course successfully. 

Additionally, registration timing policies include a base assumption of equivalent access to 

classes, which if not true, may stymie the ability of various segments of students from taking full 

loads. If courses fill due to registration priority before a given student can attempt registration, 

some part-time enrollment at a given institution may be an artifact of structural issues. Arguably 

more important but harder to detect, students may be full-time in total registered hours, but they 

may only be registered for a part-time load in productive credit hours if they were not able to 

complete their entire schedule with classes that are necessary for degree completion.  
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One primary study, Kurlaender et al. (2014), directly explored how a student’s ability to 

register for courses impacted the number of credit hours registered for in a given term. They 

determined that being shut out of a given course in attempted registration does not impact the 

number of credit hours taken by a student in that semester; however, this fails to account for the 

replacement course potentially still fulfilling a productive degree requirement. If being shut out 

does not negatively impact credit hours produced for a term, it may still delay time to degree and 

especially a graduation efficiency metric by adding excess unproductive credit hours. 

 Examining credit hour production from a more nuanced perspective, even if students end 

up registered for equivalent numbers of credit hours in courses productive for their degree, 

registration timing may still bolster inequity in other forms. For example, from professional 

experience and anecdotal individual conversations, a black market for course availability 

manifests in isolated instances, in which students with priority access register for high demand 

courses that have fewer seats. Examples of this practice have actually been documented at 

Emory University given perceived problems with existing registration structures (Koenig, 2014). 

Students attempt to sell their spot in a given section by coordinating with another individual to 

drop the course at the precise time the other student registers. While this only works in certain 

scenarios in which automated waitlist controls are not applied, the subversive reality of priority 

registration on the ground level suggests the policy includes unintended reward and penalty 

structures.  

Arguably, one of the most important factors dictating how many hours a student enrolls 

for in a term likely relates to their ability to actually register for a given course. Situations in 

which a given student takes fewer credit hours due to institutional registration structures could 

manifest during a single term or via a combination of terms over time; therefore, examining the 
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difference in credit hour production as a function of priority registration status provides another 

vehicle to understand potential differences generated by the policy. The discussed research 

informs the approach by identifying variables that need to be including in the statistical model 

while also clarifying that previous examinations have yet to fully explore the connection between 

class registration and the number of hours enrolled by a given student. Initial attempts are 

informative in that single instances of shutouts have no direct relationship to hours taken, and 

this research will step back one level to evaluate the totality of a registration cycle on initial 

access rather than specific course registration attempts. 

Grade Point Averages 

For the final discussion of potential impact differences of priority registration, an analysis 

of the connection between collegiate grade point averages and the other markers of student 

success deserves examination. If grade point averages are connected to degree completion, 

honors completion, time to degree, and student credit hours, then an examination into the factors 

that contribute to an individual student’s collegiate grade point average, outside of academic 

ability, serves as a central mechanism to understand micro-level factors that influence other 

markers of student success. Priority registration exists as one potential factor both directly and 

indirectly influencing grade point averages. 

A few research studies focus on predicting college grade point average and other forms of 

academic success through standardized test scores and high school grade point averages, often 

accounting for various student demographics and finding positive relationships (Zwick & Sklar, 

2005; Noble & Sawyer, 2002; Geiser & Santelices, 2007; Bowen, Chingos, & McPherson, 2009, 

Synco, 2012). The prevailing consensus suggests that high school grade point averages are a 

stronger predictor of later academic performance compared to senior year standardized test 
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scores (Adelman, 2006). Further, collegiate grade point average was found to predict college 

degree completion as well. DesJardins, Ahlburg, and McCall’s (2002) research has suggested 

that higher collegiate grade point averages do in fact increase the likelihood of persistence and 

degree completion by a measurable amount. Interestingly, Volkwein and Lorang’s (1996) found 

that higher collegiate grade point averages are actually associated with longer time to degrees, 

potentially as students spread out their course load in order to perform better in each individual 

course. In either case, in having access to select courses first, students with priority access to 

classes may pick a schedule and set of courses or faculty members that allows for them to 

perform better academically in their given schedule. This concept could manifest in a single term 

or over the course of multiple semesters, thereby increasing likelihood of degree completion and 

improved grade point averages. As a result, graduates likely provide the most complete data set 

to analyze differences, given the largest potential number of priority semesters 

Beyond degree completion, emphasis is placed on examining grade point averages during 

the first academic year, using multiple factor models to predict college grade point average (Kuh, 

Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2008). Some predictive models reach up to 56% of variance 

predicted as a function of prior academic variables combined with other demographics and 

behavioral controls (DeBerard, Spielmans, & Julka, 2004). However, prior studies using 

variables that emphasize individual behavior and situations to predict college academic 

performance have yet to include student registration behaviors as a potential factor in existing 

models, primarily because extremely limited literature exists questioning and defining the 

potential impact on graduation, much less individual academic performance.  

Others have factored in student motivation and other personality variables as primary 

factors in academic success suggesting that motivated students often perform better on various 
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academic markers (Dennis, Phinney, & Chuateco, 2005; Noftle & Robins, 2007; Robbins, 

Lauyer, Le, Davis, Langley, & Carlstom, 2004). From a motivation standpoint, those who are 

truly motivated are arguably the same students who would be sure to utilize the priority 

registration status they receive, compared to those who may have priority but fail to take 

advantage of the policy in a given term.  

In that same vein, Tross, Harper, Osher, and Kneidinger (2000) found that measures of 

conscientiousness serve as strong predictors of collegiate grade point average. Conscientious 

students are likely to proactively have any registration holds removed and keep track of their 

initial registration time so they can utilize any registration priority they are given. Structures like 

registration timing may provide a vehicle to understand how personality factors actually manifest 

in individual decisions thereby resulting in outcomes like improved academic success. 

Another plausible connection stems from Stater (2009) who focused on the connection 

between financial aid and collegiate grade point average, noting positive correlations for both 

need-based and merit-based aid. With merit-based aid being a stronger predictor of a higher 

grade point average and honors students more likely to receive merit-based aid as a function of 

higher incoming test scores and grade point average, ability to select classes may exist as a 

modifying variable in that relationship. 

In addition, Jones (2001) and Attewell and Monaghan (2016) found a very strong positive 

connection between grade point average received in a given semester compared to the number of 

credit hours taken in that same semester. This same concept was further validated by a study 

completed by Szafran (2001), who noted that “Contrary to common assumptions, students who 

register for more credits tend to earn higher GPAs and have greater retention even after 

controlling for academic ability, prior academic success, on-campus employment hours, and 
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other background characteristics” (p. 27). As previously established, priority registration 

potentially enables students to control the numbers of hours they want to register for in a given 

term, thereby creating another connection with grade point averages. 

Higher college grade point averages are linked with higher completion rates of honors 

programs (Cosgrove, 2004). Additionally, Furtwengler (2015) specifically used propensity 

scores to examine the grade point average outcomes of students as a function of their 

participation in honors programs, suggesting that there are unequal differences in the value 

honors participation has on a student’s grade point average. He noted that high-achieving 

individuals who did not enroll in honors are actually the ones who would benefit the most from 

an honors environment. Both of these could be explained partially through the benefits 

associated with honors status, such as access to priority registration timing.  

This collection of research informed this study in identifying the factors necessary to 

include in the model predicting grade point averages while establishing that existing models do 

not yet include registration timing as a potential variable. Therefore, the tangential connections 

of registration timing to other relevant variables serve as a potential moderating influence in 

previous research on grade point averages and thereby serves as a viable avenue for this research 

to pursue. 

Institutional Resources 

A final point of consideration in discussing the potential connections of priority 

registration to standard markers of student success is the overall institutional context in which 

decisions to implement the policy and provide resources to students occur. In a political 

environment in which just two states have increased state appropriations at or above inflation in 

the last five years, public colleges and universities must increase the revenue they control via 
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tuition or reduce services and outputs (Katsinas, D’Amico, Friedel, Adair, Warner, & Malley, 

(2016). Titus (2006) noted that the financial context of an institution impacts student persistence 

in varying ways, and research suggests that institutions often make decisions to decrease the 

amount of spending per individual student to account for student demand in times of austerity 

(Bound & Turner, 2007). Connections between institutional expenditures and graduation rates 

have also been found, especially when expenditures are focusing on academic integration and 

student services (Webber & Ehrenberg, 2010; Gansemer-Topf & Schuh, 2006). Evidence is 

varied on the impact of institution spending and resources on overall degree completion rates of 

students given that as improvements in completion rates persist in various institutions despite 

drops in funding (Goldrick-Rab, 2010). However, this highlights the necessity of examining 

singular institutions to provide lessons on how individual contexts and decision making impact 

student success. One defined result of the declining state support is more scarcity in courses, as 

institutions make decisions to account for fewer operating funds by minimizing teaching loads 

(Bound & Turner, 2007). One way this manifests is through offering fewer sections of courses, 

which creates a concept of impaction (Phillipe & Mullin, 2011). Decreased funding with 

increased demand results in a situation that student course demand exceeds the capacity of an 

institution.  

By reducing the numbers of sections available to students, institutions thereby increase 

the competition for an individual seat. When couched as an austerity measure that equally 

influences all students, the organizational decision fails to account for the potential impact of the 

registration system. When competition for a given seat becomes high, students with priority 

access gain an advantage in having discretion on whether to utilize or pass a given spot in a 

course; whereas, students who first access a registration system when a given section is already 
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full are not afforded the same chance. In essence, rather than equally decreasing the access of all 

students to a course, and thereby the related forms of student success, students without the 

registration advantage could be adversely impacted. Additionally, course scarcity exists as just 

one way in which institutional expenditures in light of decreasing funding could hypothetically 

increase the impact of priority registration. For example, if institutions decrease the numbers of 

advisors, then communication with students regarding priority registration timing and the best 

way for them to maximize their utility during the registration process likely decreases as well. 

Thereby, the impact of registration timing is likely magnified in times of excess demand 

as more resource constraints additionally impact students’ academic progress. The first research 

into the priority registration concept notes that in cases of impaction, the concept of registration 

priority becomes even more important (Walters, 1994). If priority registration already provides a 

benefit to some students, and therefore a likely detriment to others, then trends of institutions 

utilizing less resources plausibly amplifies those discrepancies, providing a further importance 

and rationale to examine what differences actually manifest. 

Conclusion 

Overall, this chapter provides the foundation behind the importance of examining 

registration timing, particularly priority registration, as a potential factor influencing various 

markers of student success. By first examining the concept of priority registration and the impact 

of late registration, the structural aspects of registration timing were discussed. That provided the 

foundation to examine honors programs, including their growth, characteristics of honors 

students, and how institutions leverage honors programs as recruitment tools to provide a context 

from which the priority registration concept can be examined. 
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Ultimately, placing the current research in light of previous literature findings that 

registration timing impacts student success and evidence that a plethora of factors influence 

student degree completion, time to degree, honors completion, credit hour production, and grade 

point averages provides an effective rationale to examine priority registration. As such, this study 

will instigate the conversation regarding priority registration as one additional factor necessary to 

account for when examining markers of degree completion and student success through 

examining a singular cohort of first-time, full-time students at The University of Alabama. 
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CHAPTER III: 

 METHODOLOGY 

Examining the inner workings of priority registration and the resultant impact on students 

at a singular institution bolsters comprehension of the concept of priority registration on a macro 

level. Without question, more exhaustive examinations of priority registration policies across 

institutions are necessary to fully understand the impact of the process as well. In order to start 

the conversation regarding the positive and negative outcomes of a priority system, a singular 

inquiry into an institution’s execution of the structure provides a lens to ground further inquiries. 

As such, this chapter focuses on developing the methodological framework of the dissertation, 

specifically discussing the research design, questions, and hypotheses while elaborating on 

processing and analysis methods. After examining the key variables and avenues for study, the 

chapter addresses the site description, data collection procedures, and limitations. 

Research Design 

Assuming a pragmatic approach to the issue to help institutions make data-driven 

decisions regarding implementing priority registration, this dissertation will utilize a single 

institution quantitative design, specifically focusing on a longitudinal population data set. In their 

initial studies of registration timing, Walters (1994) and Bahr et al. (2015) used survey research 

and content analysis respectively to understand the types of policies and registration timing that 

were in place at various institutions; however, these approaches are limited in that they do not 

provide statistical data of individual students to help determine the impact of those practices. 

This research followed a single cohort of The University of Alabama (UA) students over a six-



58 

 

year period from 2008 to 2014, including twelve registration cycles extracted from the Banner 

student information system, a pragmatic approach to examining the impact of priority at a single 

institution. Pragmatism as a philosophical underpinning focuses on determining the best 

mechanism or method to solve a given problem (Maxwell, 2012; Patton, 1990;). As researchers 

are still in the first forays into exploring registration timing and priority registration, using 

quantitative methodology is a reasonable approach that allows for exploration of statistical and 

demographic differences inherent in the population in order to make viable recommendations for 

practice. The two studies that have examined the same concept directly both used a quantitative 

analysis of transcript level registration data (Gurantz, 2015; Kurlaender et al., 2014). 

Though the pragmatic lens allowed for the employment of a quantitative methodology, a 

post-positivistic set of assumptions guides the understanding that a singular truth will fail to 

come to light (Creswell, 2013); even so, the research provided an avenue to test initial claims 

regarding the impact of priority registration. Although this study utilized neither survey nor 

directly experimental mechanisms, quantitative methodology still provided the most inherent 

value given the exploration into the correlational relationship of variables utilizing census data at 

the transcript level. Addressing the concept from a quantitative perspective simply allows for 

macro-level data analysis to inform policy from a statistical basis. Additionally, multiple other 

studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of transcript level-data evaluation for various 

research questions, with a few focusing on each individual registration attempt (Adelman, 2006; 

Butcher, McEwan, & Weerapana, 2014; Gurantz, 2015; Hagedorn, Cabrera, & Prather, 2010; 

Kurlaender et al., 2014; Moschetti, 2008;). 

Implementation primarily focused on the use of descriptive statistics and analysis of 

population means to explore initial impacts of priority registration. Overall, the purpose of the 
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analysis was predictive rather than explanatory in nature. These base examinations provide the 

foundation to explore the additive impact of priority registration on a statistical model predicting 

various dependent variables utilizing both linear for continuous variables and logistic regression 

for binary variables (Kleinbaum, Kupper, Nizam, & Rosenberg, 2013). Further, exploring 

correlational connections with the number of utilized terms of priority registration serves to 

better inform future inquiries. Given that institutional administrators and strategic enrollment 

managers —the primary audience for decision making relative to the primary outcomes of this 

study— increasingly rely on population data analysis via descriptive statistics in making strategic 

decisions and interpreting the impact of a policy in a rapidly changing environment, the primary 

focus is descriptive in nature (Picciano, 2012; Mandinach, 2012; Hossler & Bontrager, 2014). 

However, the regression elements aided in identifying the level of impact priority registration has 

and can assist future researchers in initial explorations into developing more robust models that 

account for the relationships between priority registration and more routinely studied academic 

and demographic variables contributing to student success. 

The dissertation focused on implementing a quantitative framework via a single-

institution approach in line with the study done by Kurlaender et al. (2014) who singularly 

examined the registration practices and timing of students at the University of California-Davis. 

Due to the high degree of variability associated with priority registration policies across 

institutions, the singular framework provides initial insight into all of the micro-level details and 

variables that needed addressing before generalizing the determined impact across varying 

colleges and universities. Utilizing an incoming cohort of first-time, full-time undergraduates 

provides a significant number of advantages for examination while also keeping the primary 

research questions free from as many potential extraneous variables or issues as possible. 
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Specifically, registration systems and structures change over time; therefore, a single cohort was 

more likely to have an equivalent experience than a set of multiple cohorts from which to 

interpret an impact. Notably, students who shift to become part-time after their first semester 

remained in the analyzed population. Also, utilizing the entire population of the incoming cohort 

minimizes potential sampling and statistical inference issues, as all findings existed as true 

differences in the population (Ott & Longnecker, 2015). Given the access to that level of data, 

outcomes of this methodology bolstered the ability of the institution to understand and 

effectively market the positive research outcomes while adjusting any negative research 

outcomes from a more informed position. As such, the primary unit of analysis existed as the 

students themselves, with each student representing a data point collectively summarized to 

answer the primary research questions. 

Research Questions 

 The overall premise of the dissertation was broken down into multiple specific research 

questions, each of which involved distinct hypotheses, data processing requirements, and data 

analysis techniques in order to explore. Given that minimal literature exists to guide the initial 

questions, this research study based the analysis on a combination of existing student success 

literature with logical inferences and professional experience to develop the research questions, 

all of which are exploratory in nature, including: 

1) Is there a relationship between priority registration and degree completion; 

2) Is there a relationship between priority registration and time to degree for 

graduates; 

3) Is there a relationship between priority registration and honors program 

completion; 
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4) Is there a relationship between priority registration and student credit hour 

production; and 

5) Is there a relationship between priority registration and student grade point 

average? 

Each research question was tested in two primary ways, comparing population means of 

population segments as a function of academic ability and through linear or logistic regression. 

Given that a relationship may exist depending on the mechanisms of measurement, each research 

question was reworded into null hypothesis to account for two distinct outcomes, thereby 

accounting for both of the methodological approaches: 

1) Degree Completion: Neither population differences in the percentage of students 

who graduated within four-years or six-years will exist, nor will there be 

significant additive prediction of the percentage of students who graduated within 

four-years or six-years based on the number of semesters of used priority 

registration. 

2) Time-To-Degree: Neither population differences in time to degree will exist for 

four-year or six-year graduates, nor will there be significant additive prediction of 

time-to-degree of graduates based on the number of semesters of used priority 

registration. 

3) Honors Program Completion: Neither population differences in the percentage of 

graduates who completed the honors program will exist, nor will there be 

significant additive prediction of the percentage of graduates who completed the 

honors program based on the number of semesters of used priority registration. 
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4) Credit Hour Production: Neither population differences in student credit hour 

production exist, nor will there be significant additive prediction of overall or 

term student credit hour production based on the number of semesters of used 

priority registration; and 

5) Grade Point Average: Neither population differences in collegiate grade point 

average exist, nor will there significant additive prediction of final or term 

collegiate grade point average based on the number of semesters of used priority 

registration. 

As a function of a combination of professional experience, anecdotal evidence, and the 

sparse previous literature, the research hypotheses for this study predicted successful rejection of 

all of the null hypotheses due to existing population differences. While the extent of found 

differences may vary, the overall conjecture was that students who benefit from priority 

registration were more likely to graduate with honors and complete their degrees faster while 

taking more credit hours and maintaining higher grade point averages. As such, further 

examination of the direct processing and analysis techniques for each question and finding were 

beneficial; however, the interaction of the research site warranted attention before discussing 

each question. 

Site Description 

Institution Overview and Rationale 

Understanding the decision to utilize the selected institution and the actual population 

included in the study assists in interpreting the generalizability of the findings over time. The 

combination of using UA and an incoming first-time, full-time cohort exists as an ideal 

institution-student combination to analyze. UA is a public, higher research activity university in 
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the southeastern United States with a mission “to advance the intellectual and social condition of 

the people of the State, the nation, and the world through the creation, translation, and 

dissemination of knowledge with an emphasis on quality programs of teaching, research, and 

service” (UA, 2015a, para. 1). Notably, as a student-centered research university, one of the 

University’s stated strategic goals is to “enhance the University's learning environment to attract 

and retain excellent students” (UA, 2015a, para. 3). By dealing with student’s access to courses 

and their learning environment, and focusing on the potential impact on both attracting and 

retaining students, analysis of the priority registration system falls squarely in step with the 

University’s goal. As such, this research aims to inform stakeholders regarding the policy, so that 

the institution can further enhance the ability to matriculate and graduate students over time.  

Given both the size of the institution and the exceedingly large number of honors students 

with a priority registration status each term, UA provides one of the largest potential examples of 

priority registration implementation. For example, in a survey done of reported Honors College 

enrollments, the range of honors students extended from 150-2,700, with less than 10% of 

institutions enrolling over 2000 honors students (Sederberg, 2005). In comparison, the Honors 

College at UA enrolls almost three times the largest reported honors population. Growing 

virtually every year over the last decade, UA’s Honors College enrolled 6,965/30,754 (22.65%) 

of the undergraduate population of the university, and comprises 2,220/6,856 (32.38%) of the 

incoming first-time undergraduates as of fall 2014 (OIRA, 2015a). As a baseline comparison to 

the entire population, the overall enrollment at UA for fall 2014 was 36,155, including 30,754 

undergraduates, 4,870 graduate students, and 531 professional students. 

Regarding the selected students and cohort from a data analysis standpoint, standardized 

retention and graduation metrics for full-time incoming cohorts already exist; whereas, 
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incorporating transfer students would cloud the primary focus regarding impact over time. As of 

time of composition, the 2008 incoming cohort was the most recent group of students that passed 

the standard six-year graduation window. Therefore, the cohort exists as the best indicator of the 

current long-term impacts of priority registration at UA. The latest publically reported four-year 

and six-year graduation rates for a first-time, full time undergraduate population at UA were 

38.8% and 65.7% for the 2008 cohort (OIRA, 2015a).  

Cohort Population Overview 

The demographic overview of base statistical elements of the cohort population below 

aids in understanding the population being researched. As demonstrated in Table 2, the first-

time, full-time undergraduate population examined for this research includes 5,034 incoming 

freshmen in the class of 2008, of which the majority came from in-state. The overall cohort 

included 55.3% female students to 44.7% male students 

Table 2 

Incoming Undergraduate Students by Sex 

Sex* In-State Out-of-State Total % 

Female 1,703 1,080 2,783 55.3 

Male 1,493 758 2,251 44.7 

Total 3,196 1,838 5,034 100.0 

% 63.5 36.5 100.0  

Note.  *See Variables of Interest 

Honors students comprise 21.1% of the population as apparent in Table 3; 23.7% of in-

state students were in honors compared to 16.6% of out-of-state students, and 71.2% of the 

honors freshmen came from in-state while only making up 63.5% of the overall population. 
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Table 3 

Incoming Undergraduate Honors Affiliation 

Honors Freshman In-State Out-of-State Total % In-State 

No 2,439 1,532 3,971 61.4 

Yes 757 306 1,063 71.2 

% Yes 23.7 16.6 21.1  

 

As documented in Table 4, the racial composition of the class was heavily white, 

comprising 85.4% of the undergraduate population. Due to small segments, Asian Americans, 

Hispanics, Native Americans, and all non-resident aliens were combined into a single category. 

Minority students comprised only 9.9% of out-of-state students compared to 17.3% of in-state 

students.  

Table 4 

Incoming Undergraduate Racial Demographics 

Race In-State Out-of-State Total % 

African American 427 84 511 10.2 

Other 126 98 224 4.4 

White 2,643 1,656 4,299 85.4 

Total 3,196 1,838 5,034 100.0 

 

Table 5 provides the financial assistant information, importantly demonstrating that only 

14.2% and 23.7% of incoming first-time undergraduate students received Pell Grants or Stafford 

Loans respectively, while 48.8% of students received some type of non-athletic scholarships. 
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Table 5 

Incoming Undergraduate Financial Aid Demographics 

Financial Aid In-State Out-of-

State 

Total % of 

Students 

Mean Award 

Amount 

Pell Grant Recipients 578 136 714 14.2 3,589.1 

Stafford Loan Recipients 821 373 1194 23.7 3,191.0 

Other Loan Recipients 1,146 573 1719 34.2 5,778.0 

Work Study Recipients 128 45 173 3.4 2,240.7 

Tuition Waiver Recipients 63 55 118 2.3 4,874.3 

Athletic Scholarship 

Recipients 

38 59 97 1.9 19,270.7 

Scholarship Recipients 1,872 586 2,458 48.8 5,824.1 

 

As a notable baseline from Table 6, the overall cohort percent of students who had 

graduated at four and six-years are 38.6% and 65.3%. The percent of students who graduated at 

four years was virtually the same based on residency, but 68.8% of in-state students graduated 

from UA in six years compared to 59.2% of out-of-state students. The minor differences between 

the publically reported graduation rates and those pulled from the population data are due to 

allowable exclusions, including deaths and military service not accessible to the researcher. 

Table 6 

Four-Year and Six-Year Degree Completion 

 Four-Year Grad Six-Year Grad 

 N % N % 

No 3,092 61.4 1,745 34.7 

Yes 1,942 38.6 3,289 65.3 

Total 5,034 100.0 5,034 100.0 

 

From an academic standpoint, the overall cohort averaged a 3.4 high school grade point 

average with a 24.3 average composite ACT score. Once at UA, the population received an 
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average 2.9 grade point average in the first semester at UA, finishing with an average of 93.0 

earned credit hours and a 2.9 grade point average, after enrolling for an average of 4.5 academic 

years as seen in Table 7. Notably, the ACT, HS GPA, first semester GPA, time to degree, and 

overall earned UA hours were all slightly lower for out-of-state students compared to in-state 

students. 

Table 7 

Population Academic Statistics 

Descriptive Statistics N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

High School GPA 4,994 2 5 3.4 0.5 

ACT Score 5,019 15 36 24.3 4.0 

Fall 2008 GPA 4,947 0 4 2.9 0.9 

Time to Degree 3,350 5 20 12.4 2.0 

Overall Earned UA Hours 5,026 0 196 93.0 43.6 

Overall UA GPA 4,987 0 4 2.9 0.8 

Incoming Hours 1,160 2 55 12.1 9.8 

 

Tables 8-13 provide a baseline distinction between the incoming Honors College 

population from those that were not admitted as honors students. Table 8 documents that while 

females made up a larger percentage of the incoming non-honors cohort, males were more likely 

to be honors, with males comprising 51.2% of the honors population and only 43% of the 

incoming class. 
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Table 8 

Sex by Honors Affiliation 

 Honors Freshman Total 

No Yes 

F Count 2,264 519 2,783 

% within Sex 81.4% 18.6% 100.0% 

% within Honors Freshmen 57.0% 48.8% 55.3% 

% of Total 

 

45.0% 10.3% 55.3% 

M Count 1,707 544 2,251 

% within Sex 75.8% 24.2% 100.0% 

% within Honors Freshmen 43.0% 51.2% 44.7% 

% of Total 

 

33.9% 10.8% 44.7% 

Total Count 3,971 1,063 5,034 

% within Sex 78.9% 21.1% 100.0% 

% of Total 78.9% 21.1% 100.0% 

Overall, as seen in Table 9, the honors population demonstrated significantly less 

diversity in terms of racial composition, especially among African Americans who comprised 

12.3% of the non-honors population but only 2.1% of the honors incoming cohort. 
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Table 9 

Race by Honors Affiliation 

 Honors Freshman Total 

No Yes 

African 

American 

Count 489 22 511 

% within Race 95.7% 4.3% 100.0% 

% within Honors Freshman 12.3% 2.1% 10.2% 

% of Total 

 

9.7% 0.4% 10.2% 

Other Count 172 52 224 

% within Race 76.8% 23.2% 100.0% 

% within Honors Freshman 4.3% 4.9% 4.4% 

% of Total 

 

3.4% 1.0% 4.4% 

White Count 3,310 989 4,299 

% within Race 77.0% 23.0% 100.0% 

% within Honors Freshman 83.4% 93.0% 85.4% 

% of Total 

 

65.8% 19.6% 85.4% 

Total Count 3,971 1,063 5,034 

% within Race 78.9% 21.1% 100.0% 

% within Honors Freshman 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 78.9% 21.1% 100.0% 

 

Regarding financial aid shown in Table 10, differences manifest as well with Pell Grant 

and Stafford Loan recipients only comprising 7.2% and 11.3% of the honors cohort compared to 

comprising 16.0% and 27.1% of the non-honors population. Honors students also averaged 

$6,347.70 more dollars in scholarship, with 89.2% of receiving a scholarship compared to 38% 

of the non-honors population. 
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Table 10 

Financial Aid by Honors Affiliation 

Honors Freshman Pell Grant UA Scholarship Stafford Loan Other Loan 

No Mean 3,614.5 3,375.9 3,227.2 5,863.5 

N 637 1,510 1,074 1,503 

σX 

 

1,301.3 4,042.5 708.9 6,038.0 

Yes Mean 3,379.7 9,723.6 2,867.1 5,182.9 

N 77 948 120 216 

σX 

 

1,349.4 7,480.3 984.5 3,871.5 

Total Mean 3,589.2 5,824.1 3,191.0 5,777.9 

N 714 2,458 1,194 1,719 

σX 1,307.6 6,415.1 748.6 5,813.8 

 

Academically speaking in Table 11, the 3,971 non-honors freshman class averaged a 

composite ACT score and high school grade point average of 22.7 and 3.3 compared to 30.2 and 

3.9 for the 1,063 students that entered as honors. The differences remained throughout the first 

collegiate semester as well, with honors students receiving a 3.4 in their first semester at UA 

compared to a 2.7 for non-honors. The honors population averaged 106.7 credit hours and a 3.43 

final GPA after enrolling for an average of 11.6 academic terms compared to 12.6 terms and 89.3 

credit hours as a 2.8 final GPA. 
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Table 11 

Academic Statistics by Honors Affiliation 

Honors 

Freshman 

HS 

GPA 

ACT 

Score 

Fall 

2008 

GPA 

Time to 

Degree 

Overall 

UA 

Hours 

Overall 

UA 

GPA 

Incoming 

Hours 

No Mean 3.3 22.7 2.7 12.6 89.2 2.8 6.7 

N 3,935 3,956 3,893 2,467 3,963 3,926 499 

σX 

 

0.5 2.7 0.9 2.1 45.5 0.8 4.5 

Yes Mean 3.9 30.2 3.4 11.6 106.7 3.4 16.2 

N 1,059 1,063 1,054 883 1,063 1,061 661 

σX 

 

0.4 2.2 0.7 1.7 32.3 0.7 10.8 

Total Mean 3.4 24.6 2.89 12.4 93.0 2.9 12.1 

N 4,994 5,019 4,947 3,350 5,026 4,987 1,160 

σX 0.5 4.0 0.9 2.0 43.6 0.8 9.8 

 

Other stark distinctions manifest in four and six-year degree completion. Table 12 shows 

that 62.7% of incoming honors undergraduates completed within four years compared to 32.1% 

of the non-honors cohort. 

Table 12 

Four-Year Degree Completion by Honors Affiliation 

Four-Year Graduate Honors Freshman Total 

No Yes  

No Count 2,695 397 3,092 

% within Four-Year Graduate 87.2% 12.8% 100.0% 

% within Honors Freshman 67.9% 37.3% 61.4% 

% of Total 

 

53.5% 7.9% 61.4% 

Yes 

 

Count 1,276 666 1,942 

% within Four-Year Graduate 65.7% 34.3% 100.0% 

% within Honors Freshman 32.1% 62.7% 38.6% 

% of Total 

 

25.3% 13.2% 38.6% 

Total Count 3,971 1,063 5,034 

% within Four-Year Graduate 78.9% 21.1% 100.0% 

% within Honors Freshman 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 78.9% 21.1% 100.0% 



72 

 

Similar differences were manifest at six-year graduation, as Table 13 shows that 82.5% 

of honors freshmen graduated within six years compared to 60.7% for non-honors students. 

Table 13 

Six-Year Degree Completion by Honors Affiliation 

Six-Year Graduate Honors Freshman Total 

No Yes 

No Count 1,559 186 1,745 

% within Six-Year Graduate 89.3% 10.7% 100.0% 

% within Honors Freshman 39.3% 17.5% 34.7% 

% of Total 

 

31.0% 3.7% 34.7% 

Yes 

 

Count 2,412 877 3,289 

% within Six-Year Graduate 73.3% 26.7% 100.0% 

% within Honors Freshman 60.7% 82.5% 65.3% 

% of Total 

 

47.9% 17.4% 65.3% 

Total Count 3,971 1,063 5,034 

% within Six-Year Graduate 78.9% 21.1% 100.0% 

% within Honors Freshman 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 78.9% 21.1% 100.0% 

 

Institutional Context 

Beyond the base demographics and academic elements of the population being studied, 

examining and understanding the overall institutional context in which the priority registration 

policies exist provides value. The best starting point to understand the landscape of UA at this 

point in time extends from the hiring of Dr. Robert Witt as president in 2003, after serving as 

president of The University of Texas-Arlington since 1995 (UA, 2003). He immediately 

emphasized an aggressive enrollment growth strategy that hinged on utilizing automatic 

eligibility cutoffs for generous merit-based scholarships to attract high-achieving out-of-state 

students, increasing the desirability of the institution and thereby attracting other out-of-state 
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students paying full price. One of the primary taglines of the strategy was emphasizing “growth 

with quality” (UA, 2007, n.p.). More specifics of the model and related implications across 

campus can be found in the work done by Hutt, Bray, Jones, Leach, and Ward (2010) which 

discusses the increased intentionality behind the institution’s enrollment management model and 

related impact of increased student volume across UA. 

This strategy aligned with multiple other flagship institutions, particularly as the 

economic landscape for public institutions was and remains unstable (Katsinas et al., 2016). 

Barnes and Harris (2010) note that strategic enrollment management and the related 

maximization of students as financial resources is inherent in the current economic landscape of 

American public higher education. Unstable state-institution funding relationships create an 

environment that incentivizes more of a private enrollment model that is heavily tuition 

dependent. This instability prompts a situation in which perverse incentives take precedence for 

public institutions to attract students across state lines. As Katsinas and Koh (2015) note, UA’s 

use of out-of-state recruitment as a revenue stream is a direct artifact of falling state investments.  

Overall, the plan was incredibly successful in growing enrollment, particularly out-of-

state, as UA has reached record enrollment levels for multiple years, most recently 37,100 as of 

fall 2015 (UA, 2015c). The university received national recognition in The Washington Post as 

being the fastest growing flagship in the United States, with a 92% growth since 2000 

(Anderson, 2015, September) and The New York Times, even though the emphasis was heavily 

tilted towards an argument suggesting the rejuvenated football and athletic programs are the core 

source of success (Drape, 2015, November). This growth of out-of-state students and expanded 

national reach of the institution actually prompted the Board of Trustees to approve an alteration 

of the institution’s mission statement. While the original statement only emphasized the state of 



74 

 

Alabama, “To advance the intellectual and social condition of the people of the State through 

quality programs of teaching, research, and service” the new mission emphasizes “…the people 

of the State, the nation, and the world…” (UA, 2015a, n.p.). Overall, Witt’s contributions, of 

which the enrollment growth and enhanced national presence were significant components, led 

to his being named Chancellor of The University of Alabama System in 2012 (UA, 2012) and 

just recently being commemorated by the unveiling of a statue and renaming of the north 

residential portion of the campus in his name (Enoch, 2016, June) 

Notably, the success of the plan raised questions around the state concerning the 

economic impact of state dollars being utilized to bring in non-Alabamians, particularly once the 

overall enrollment of the institution tilted to a higher percentage of students originating from 

outside Alabama (Brown, 2014 September). These questions are of particular importance given 

the strong positive relationship between higher education expenditures in Alabama and positive 

economic and social outcomes for the people of the state (Katsinsas & Koh, 2015). However, as 

noted in the article, the university emphasizes that no qualified in-state students have been turned 

away, albeit the total number of in-state students has consistently dropped as well as the percent 

of total undergraduates. Additionally, many individuals argue that out-of-state students 

relocating to Alabama permanently will increase economic growth and the enhanced national 

prestige and recognition of the university benefits the state. 

Honors college overview.  One of the central components of the successful recruitment 

strategy was the formation and marketing of the Honors College, so a base understanding of 

honors structures at UA provides valuable contextual information. The Honors College formed 

in 2003 by unifying three distinct honors programs, the University Honors Program, the 

International Honors Program, and the Computer-Based Honors Program. The Honors College 
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serves as a mechanism to promote institutional quality and prestige by providing high-achieving 

students an avenue to engage with similar students through innovative academic opportunities 

focusing on advanced research, civic engagement, and intercultural interaction. However, the 

dual role from an institutional standpoint is serving as a strategic enrollment management lever 

to attract those high-achieving individuals to campus. As a point of reference, in 2003, Honors 

College students comprised 1438/15881 (9.06%) of total undergraduates and 439/3077 (14.27%) 

of first-time undergraduates compared to 7731/31960 (24.12%) and 2261/7211 (31.36%) in 

2015, showing a growth of over 400% for both new honors students and overall honors students 

over a twelve-year period (OIRA, 2015b). 

The Honors College exists as a full academic college at UA, with a Dean that reports 

directly to the Provost. The Honors College has a distinct application process from admission to 

the university, one that has automatic admission for students meeting defined cutoffs, 

specifically either a 28 composite ACT or 1250 composite old SAT score, as well as at least a 

3.5 weighted high school GPA. For students that do not meet the initial requirements, there is an 

option to join after completing the first semester with at least a 3.3 collegiate grade point average 

(UA Honors College, 2016). Honors is heavily involved in the recruitment of high-achieving 

students, developing personalized on-campus visits for honors-eligible students with high scores, 

hosting multiple recruitment receptions, and involving current honors students in recruitment 

through speaking events and ambassador programs. As a function of the established automatic 

merit-based scholarships, almost all entering Honors College freshmen receive scholarships. Out 

of the 2,261 incoming Honors College freshmen in 2015, 97% received some form of a merit-

based academic scholarship with 89% receiving at least the value of half tuition and 60% 

receiving at least full tuition (OIRA, 2015b). 



76 

 

Completing the Honors College requirements does not constitute an academic major or 

minor, but awards an institutional honors distinction upon completion of eighteen hours of 

honors coursework throughout an undergraduate career while maintaining a 3.3 overall grade 

point average. A portion of the honors courses are offered directly by faculty members in the 

Honors College in classes unique to honors students, but a significant number of the credit hours 

are delivered by faculty in other academic colleges offering honors versions of existing academic 

offerings in major disciplines. 

In registering for those classes, every Honors College student receives priority 

registration with the exception of the first fall semester in which honors freshmen register during 

orientation after all current students registered during the spring semester. Priority registration 

exists as one of the specifically marketed benefits of incoming freshmen to join the Honors 

College and graduating seniors report on the Honors College senior exit evaluation that they feel 

the policy has a tremendous impact on their ability to graduate on time and register for the 

courses they desire. Specifically, seniors reported priority registration as the single largest benefit 

of being in the Honors College compared to other benefits like smaller courses, honors housing, 

honors faculty and staff, etc., and more than 91% of respondents selected that priority 

registration was “valuable” or “extremely valuable” in enhancing their ability to graduate on 

time (The University of Alabama Honors College, 2014). Notably, the graduating senior survey 

and advising surveys administered by UA also indicate student opinions of priority registration 

but more commonly from students without the benefit claiming a detrimental impact (OIRA, 

2015a). 
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UA registration process.  Regarding the overall registration process at UA, the Office 

for Academic Affairs manages the registration timetables, and the Office of the University 

Registrar implements them. Outside of the honors portion of the official undergraduate catalog, 

priority registration does not exist in writing on an institutional level (The University of 

Alabama, 2015b). Concerning priority registration, no original records exist regarding the 

original implementation of the policy; however, starting in 2011, the institution included 

qualitative feedback in an advising survey, at which point references to priority registration and 

this current registration structure are evident (OIRA, 2011). The researcher’s understanding is 

that the structure has existed in roughly the current form for close to two decades. This stability 

in priority registration over time provides an additional advantage in using UA as a research 

entity, as not all institutions have kept uniform priority registration structures. Historically, the 

groups of students at UA that receive priority registration who would enroll in a first-time, full-

time cohort are honors students, student-athletes, and students registered with the Office for 

Disability Services. However, honors students represent the majority of the individuals receiving 

the priority benefit by far, comprising 1059/1295 (81.78%) of the students assigned a priority 

group during fall 2008. 

In practice, throughout the entire time period examined in this study, students with 

priority registration, no matter their number of earned credit hours, registered ahead of all 

students who did not have priority registration. The credit hour tier structure did still exist inside 

of the priority registration groupings, but the resultant impact was that students with priority 

registration and 15 earned credit hours registered ahead of non-priority students with over 120 

credit hours, the minimum required to graduate. As published by the Office of the University 

Registrar (2016), the registration cycle opened on a Monday morning with graduate students 
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having an entire day by themselves. Starting on the next day, undergraduate students with 

priority registration gained access in two to four timeslots each day throughout the first week in 

order of decreasing earned hours that varied slightly each term due to registration loads. For 

example, priority holding students with at least 120 earned hours received access to register at 

7:00am on a Tuesday morning, and priority students with at least 110 earned hours received 

access to register at 10:00am on Tuesday morning. The process continued throughout 

registration, with each timeslot allowing more students with priority access and fewer earned 

hours to register. As published in the institutional registration timetables, starting the next 

Monday morning, tiered registration for students without priority commenced for the next two to 

three weeks in a similar fashion. However, at no point did a student who gained the ability to 

register lose that access due to another group commencing registration (Office of the University 

Registrar, 2016). As additional contextual information that will be discussed in Chapter V, after 

the research for this study was completed, the institutional structure for priority timetables was 

adjusted for future registration cycles. 

Registration Considerations 

In light of how UA implements priority registration, two very important considerations of 

registration necessitate discussion. First, the research considered the specific time in which a 

student successfully attempted to register for classes for the term. A student could plausibly not 

actually use an assigned priority registration time, due to a non-removed advising hold, 

forgetfulness, or a host of other personal factors, which would likely confound examination. If 

that individual remained as a priority student in analysis, but actually registered at a point in time 

either with students without priority or even later, then accuracy likely would be compromised.  
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As such, the operational definition of priority utilization involves selecting a point in time 

during the registration window at which a student with priority access no longer remains in the 

priority group for analysis purposes. The impact of this potential confound is both subtle and 

extremely relevant, and two primary methods for operationalizing the concept exist. The first 

method involves determining the registration time group of the individual based on earned hours, 

irrespective of priority standing due to affiliation. At that point, a student would be considered to 

use priority status if the first attempted registration occurred before that timeslot. The second 

method involves defining a priority usage window in which a student’s registration attempt 

constitutes priority. The most logical window would exist as any time before the first official 

non-priority registration time in which a student without priority registration receives access to 

register. Utilizing Table 1 as a reference point, a priority student with 87 earned hours would 

receive initial registration access at 7:00am on April 1st. That student would remain in the 

priority grouping for analysis purposes using method one if the first attempted registration time 

occurred before April 8th at 10:00am, which exists as the student’s equivalent non-priority 

timeslot. Whereas in method two, the student would only remain in the priority grouping for 

analysis if successfully attempting to register before April 6th at 7:00am, the first time a student 

without priority could successfully register. For purposes of this dissertation, the researcher 

chose method two to focus in on students who proactively utilize their priority status. While 

selecting method one would increase the number of students constituted to use priority for a 

term, the theoretical impact of that priority diminishes each time a student without priority 

registers for a class. Importantly, internal institutional records of the hour thresholds used for 

each registration term are not officially maintained and vary by term, thereby reconstituting 

equivalent time groups would be infeasible (Office of the University Registrar, 2016). 
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The second important consideration is that, at a micro level, priority registration exists on 

a semester basis. In each registration cycle, UA assigns students to a registration grouping on the 

basis on the combination of earned hours and their affiliation with a student group given priority 

registration. Each registration grouping is coded in the student information system for the given 

registration term. As such, the resulting implication is that a student may receive the priority 

registration benefit anywhere from zero semesters to every semester until graduation. For 

example, the Honors College could suspend a student after three semesters of priority 

registration due to lack of progress in honors coursework or failing to meet the requisite retention 

grade point average (The University of Alabama Honors College, 2016). Given the variance 

between semesters, a pivotal element to consider in evaluating the research questions was the 

number of semesters in which a student received the benefit. 

Positionality 

In the spirit of full disclosure, the researcher’s previous role at UA was serving as the 

Assistant Director of Student Services in the Honors College and current role is the Director of 

Strategic Initiatives for the College of Communication & Information Sciences, which 

contributed to interest in the topic and the availability of the data from the Office of Institutional 

Research and Assessment (OIRA). Positionality is not often emphasized in quantitative research; 

however, the values and assumptions inherent in the research hypotheses and even the research 

questions themselves are driven through experiences and knowledge sets extending from the 

researcher’s professional role. While professional background admittedly inserts bias into the 

research, the insights and nuanced understanding of the micro-level details of the registration 

structures and related impact are fundamentally linked to the desire to complete this research and 

the methodological approach. 
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The researcher saw firsthand and discussed with many students the advantages they 

perceived from early access to registration as well as the significant concerns they had when a 

class was already full even during the priority registration period, much less once non-priority 

students began to register. Questioning the validity of the assumption that honors students need 

priority registration for any reason beyond recruitment, questioning why the specific structure 

placed certain segments of freshmen ahead of graduating seniors, and knowing that minority, 

first-generation, and Pell-eligible students who often need more academic assistance were likely 

to not have priority status partially drove decisions to engage in this research. Strauss (1987) has 

argued that this “experiential data” adds significant value to the research, and the experience 

provides a pivotal link to convert the findings into actionable decisions at the campus level with 

credibility (p. 11). Admittedly, this does not release the researcher from critically evaluating 

assumptions and values emanating from professional expertise and being as objective as possible 

in employing the methodology (Strauss, 1987). As such, the approach to data analysis and 

anticipated findings are driven from professional expertise, yet tempered through both a 

quantitative lens and through an openness to consider the possibility that the perceived advantage 

may not be as strong for all types of students or may not manifest as the anticipated benefit and 

relative detriment that was perceived from professional experience. 

Data Collection 

In order to access the data used in this study, standard processes for requesting data from 

UA were required. Specifically, the Office of Institutional Research and Assessment (OIRA) 

oversees all historical university data, with a primary focus on information pulled during the 

annual census file. The annual census data file and the resulting database from a combination of 

the annual files are the official data for all reporting and research purposes. OIRA utilizes this 
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dataset to develop the annual Factbook publication referenced multiple times throughout this 

study (OIRA, 2015b). As per standard procedure, the researcher submitted an official data 

request for all academic data and registration timing information stored in the census tables for 

all first-time, full-time undergraduates enrolling at UA in 2008, including data for each student at 

each primary academic term through the summer of 2014.  

This data request was preceded by an official submission to the Institutional Review 

Board, which determined that the study in question exists as exempt from review, given that the 

study is “research involving the collection or study of existing data, documents, records…if these 

sources are publicly available or if the information is recorded by the investigator in such a 

manner that subjects cannot be identified, directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects” 

(IRB, 2015, para. 3). Specifically, although the study utilized data from human subjects, no 

actual human subjects existed in the research study, as all information was preexisting. 

 This approach to data collection is in line with the two previous studies that extracted 

meta-data on each student registration attempt over a period of time from the existing student 

information systems (Kurlaender et al. 2014; Gurantz, 2015). The primary advantages of 

utilizing this method stem from being the most holistic, accurate data-set possible from a given 

institution, and each of the variables can be easily replicated across varying student information 

systems. Additionally, all data involved in the study currently existed in the census tables of UA, 

which could be requested by additional researchers. For this study, the data were delivered in 

multiple de-identified Excel spreadsheets (*.xlsx) with students recorded with a unique 

identification number. The unique number was used in cases in which additional information 

beyond items originally requested was necessary and for error checking. OIRA remains in sole 

possession of the file used to decrypt and link original students back to the de-identified data. 
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Once extracted from the database, the data were stored on a secure Internet 2.0 cloud storage 

space hosted by UA, named “Box.” 

Data Analysis 

An important consideration when examining differences between students with and 

without priority registration is that students with higher incoming academic test scores and grade 

point averages, who comprise the largest contingent of students with priority registration at UA, 

demonstrate different behaviors as a function of their academic ability. First, descriptive statistics 

were run to compare differences of the primary variables of interest and research questions as a 

function of whether the student was admitted to the Honors College as an incoming freshmen 

compared to non-honors freshmen. Additionally, the research examined descriptive statistics on 

honors graduates against non-honors graduates to established baseline differences. The 

expectation was that, in aggregate, all of the students who joined the Honors College as 

incoming freshmen and graduate with honors had higher academic ability, including high school 

grade point averages, standardized test scores, college grade point averages, etc. than non-honors 

students (Astin, 1993; Long & Lange, 2002; Mathiasen, 1985; Rinn, 2005; Seifert, Pascarella, 

Colangelo, & Assouline, 2007). Importantly, differences in the primary research variables were 

anticipated as a function of academic ability rather than solely as a function of priority 

registration status. Consequently, determining a mechanism and methodology to account for 

academic achievement in the analysis of student success was pivotal (Slavin et al., 2008; 

Furtwengler, 2015).  

When population data are available, examination of population means via descriptive 

statistics provides a viable approach for a macro level view of primary demographic differences 

(Moore, 2007). When directly examining population means, students were divided into three 
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achievement groups, low-achieving, middle-achieving, and high-achieving, based on which third 

their first collegiate semester term grade point average at UA fell into when examining the 

overall population. Previously used by Albaili (1997), this grouping distinction allowed for a 

comparison across equally sized groups in which high-achieving students were only assessed 

against their counterparts. Rather than using more normative cutoffs associated with academic 

warning, this method groups all students relative to the performance of their peers. Three groups 

provide a rather simple mechanism to examine a manageable set of differences; however, 

institution administrators could extend this concept to quintiles, or even percent groupings based 

on the amount of resources available to influence changes. Either way, if differences between 

population means existed inside of multiple achievement groups, the likelihood of the impact 

should exist beyond academic ability increases. Additionally, when utilizing a statistical 

regression model to analyze each research question, academic variables, including first semester 

collegiate GPA were utilized to account for academic differences, adding priority usage as a step 

in developing a model (Chatterjee & Hadi, 2015). Addressing this potential confound on the 

relevant research questions increased the legitimacy of the hypothesized differences existing as a 

function of priority registration. Overall, the recent research done by Kurladener et al. (2014) and 

Gurantz (2015) informed the methodological approach for each of the five research questions 

that follow, combined with the theoretical foundations discussed in Chapter II. 

Degree Completion 

The first research question asked, “Is there a relationship between priority registration 

and degree completion?” Informed by the original work of Adelman (2006), Goenner and Snaith 

(2003), and Synco (2012), examining institutional factors that influence graduation warrants 

further inquiry to potentially raise degree completion across the board. In evaluating the potential 
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impact, the researcher hypothesized that degree completion of students who utilized priority 

registration would exceed those of students who never utilized priority registration, at both four 

years and six years, for all achievement groups. The percentage of students that graduated in four 

years and six years would also positively correlate with the number of used priority registrations 

for all achievement groups. Adding the number of times a student utilized priority registration to 

the logistical regression model would significantly increase the ability of the model to predict 

four-year and six-year graduation. 

Time to Degree 

 The second research question asked, “Is there a relationship between priority registration 

and time to degree for graduates?” Informed by the work of Gillmore and Hoffman (1997), 

Herzog (2006), and Runyan (2012), evaluating the institutional policies that potentially impact 

time-to-degree of graduates provides value in reducing required student and institutional 

resources. In examining time-to-degree, the researcher hypothesized that graduates who utilized 

priority registration would have a lower time to degree compared to graduates who never had 

priority registration for all achievement groups. An additional hypothesis was that time to degree 

would negatively correlate with the number of cycles a student utilized the priority registration 

benefit for all achievement groups, and adding the number of times a student utilized priority 

registration to the statistical model would significantly increase the ability of the model to predict 

a student’s time to degree. 

Honors Completion 

The third research question asked, “Is there a relationship between priority registration 

and honors program completion?” Informed by the work of Cosgrove (2004), Campbell (2006), 

Keller and Lacy (2013), and Goodstein and Szarek (2013), exploring the institutional factors that 
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possess the potential to alter completion of honors requirements informs the ability of a growing 

number of programs and colleges to increase their completion. While this specific examination in 

no way claims to fully explain why students fail to complete honors programs, the research adds 

an additional potential variable for consideration. In examining honors completion, the 

researcher hypothesized that students who utilized priority registration would have been more 

likely to complete the honors program for all achievement groups. The percentage of students 

that graduated with honors would also positively correlate with the number of used priority 

registrations for all achievement groups. Finally, adding the number of times a student utilized 

priority registration to the logistic regression model would significantly increase the ability of the 

model to predict a student’s likelihood of completing the honors requirements. 

Credit Hour Production 

The fourth research question asked, “Is there a relationship between priority registration 

and student credit hour production?” Informed by the work of Jones (2001), Adelman (2006), 

and Babad, Icekson, and Yelinek, (2008), exploring the institutional factors that impact students’ 

ability to complete 15 credit hours per semester may provide institutions the necessary 

information to bolster degree completion. Credit hours were examined both as a function of a 

single term as well as the aggregate total number of terms. In examining credit hour production, 

the researcher hypothesized the average number of credit hours attempted and earned in a single 

term would differ as a function of whether students utilized priority registration in that 

registration cycle for all achievement groups. The average total number of credit hours 

completed by graduates would also positively correlate with the number of registration cycles 

graduates utilized priority registration for all achievement groups. In addition, adding the number 

of times a student utilized priority registration to the linear regression model would significantly 
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increase the ability of the model to predict earned credit hours by graduates. Finally, adding 

whether a student used priority registration in a given cycle would significantly increase the 

model’s ability to predict the number of credit hours attempted and earned in a single term. 

Grade Point Average 

The final research question asked, “Is there a relationship between priority registration 

and student grade point average?” Informed by the work of Szafran (2001), DeBerard, 

Spielmans, and Julka (2004), and Adelman (2006), increasing the focus on institutional factors 

related to student grade point averages may provide an additional avenue to pursue in accounting 

for variance in student academic performance. Grade point average was examined both as a 

function of a single term as well as the aggregate total number of terms.  In examining grade 

point averages, the researcher hypothesized that students who utilized priority registration would 

demonstrate higher overall UA grade point averages across all achievement groups. Overall UA 

GPA would also positively correlate with the numbers of cycles students used the priority benefit 

for all achievement groups. In addition, adding the number of times a student utilized priority 

registration to the linear regression model would significantly increase the ability of the model to 

predict a graduate’s overall UA GPA. Finally, adding whether or not a student used priority 

registration in a registration cycle would significantly increase the model’s ability to predict a 

student’s grade point average for a given term. 

Analyses 

 All analyses were performed using the data from OIRA and variables reconstituted from 

that raw data. After receipt of the raw data in Excel files, the data were analyzed for quality 

assurance purposes. The data were separated into two distinct worksheets, one for cohort-based 

data with another for term-based data. The cohort-based data contained all demographic and 
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academic variables that do not vary by each term of enrollment; whereas, the term-based data 

included academic variables that varied by each term a student enrolled. The data were cleaned 

and recoded for import into statistical software for review. Specifically, all term data for students 

that had any term of post-graduate enrollment at the baccalaureate level were excluded. Binary 

variables were recoded into 1 or 0 and the combination of the registration group code and initial 

registration time were reconstituted into whether priority was assigned and utilized for each term. 

After edits, Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) software was used to analyze the data 

and run statistical tests. 

 Various initial descriptive statistics were examined as necessary and relevant descriptive 

breakdowns and cross tabulations were developed to compare population means. The 

correlations that were developed analyzed the number of utilized priority registration cycles 

against the averages of each outcome variable specifically for students that utilized each number 

of priority registration cycles. For example, students that never utilized priority were grouped 

and their degree completion, time to degree, credit hour production, grade point average, etc. 

outcomes were determined and that process was repeated for students who utilized priority once, 

for those that utilized priority twice, and so on. Each of those average outcomes in group were 

then correlated with the numbers of utilized priority terms to determine the positive or negative 

relationship. 

The primary statistical approach was multiple logistic regression for questions when the 

dependent variable was categorical such as degree completion and honors completion whereas 

multivariate linear regression was used for questions when the dependent variable was 

continuous such as time-to-degree, student credit hour production, and grade point average 

(Hosmer & Lemeshow, 2005; Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). When employing the 
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regression analyses, the emphasis was on the additive impact of priority on the percent of 

variance accounted for by the model and the relative comparison of the strength and significance 

of the priority usage variables in relation to the existing model variables, particularly looking at 

the resultant odds ratios. For each analysis, the base model was established in step one with each 

non-priority variable being added forward conditionally. This approach built the optimal 

regression model with the variables at hand and reduced extraneous variables with a high degree 

of co-variance, thereby aiding in the determination of the value of each variable. The initial step 

included sex, race, first semester GPA, honors freshman status, Pell recipient status, Stafford 

loan recipient status, residency status, first academic college, and incoming hours. The second 

step conditionally added each priority variable associated with the respective research question, 

particularly the number of times priority was utilized, the percentage of the number of enrolled 

registration cycles in which priority was utilized, if priority was ever utilized, and if priority was 

utilized and/or awarded in a single registration cycle. Preliminary examinations suggest that 

these different measures of priority usage are relatively highly correlated with each other, all 

roughly .80 or above; however, given that this research was the first attempt at considering these 

variables, the determination was made to include each variable in the regression models to see if 

inherent differences arose and to set a foundation for future analyses to standardize and 

potentially combine various measure of priority usage. Overall, depending on if logistic or linear 

regression was used for each question, beta weights, standardized beta weights, and odds ratios 

were utilized alongside levels of significance to determine the impact of each priority variable. 

The combination of examining degree completion, time to degree, honors completion, 

student credit hours, schedule timing, and grade point averages provides a relatively holistic 

overview of potential areas in which the assumed benefit of priority may manifest. Plausibly, the 
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impact of priority may be more nuanced than can be extracted via these initial measures; 

however, initial exploratory examinations aid in determining the level of impact. To 

contextualize the examination of these potential impacts, an examination of the primary variables 

utilized provides additional value. 

Variables of Interest 

All variables were obtained from OIRA or were built utilizing the base variables. Each 

variable is presented with an explanation and operational definition of the variable. Table 14 

matches variables and method of analysis to research questions below. The combination of these 

variables enables the researcher to address the higher order question of how priority registration 

affects student success at UA through a variety of different metrics. 

1. SEX. Sex as extracted from the Banner SIS is a binary categorical variable of 

male/female. *The researcher recognizes that binary definitions of sex are historically 

located but are utilized in line with the binary structure reported in the student 

information system. 

2. RACE. Race is a categorical variable as extracted from the Banner SIS including student 

identified values of African American, Asian American, Hispanic of any race, Native 

American or Alaska Native, Non-Resident Alien (of any race or ethnicity), and White 

which was recoded into African American, Other, and White groupings due to group size. 

3. 200840 GPA. 200840 grade point average is a continuous numerical variable of each 

student’s first UA fall semester grade point average. 

4. PELL. Pell is a binary categorical variable for if the student was a Pell Grant recipient in 

their first term of enrollment at UA. 
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5. STAFFORD. Stafford is a binary categorical variable for if the student was a Stafford 

Loan recipient in their first term of enrollment at UA. 

6. HONORS_FRESHMAN Honors College Freshman is a binary categorical variable of 

whether the student was a member of the Honors College in the first admitted semester at 

UA. 

7. SCHOOL. School is a set of eight binary variables associated with each academic college 

a given student was enrolled in a given academic term. 

8. RESIDENCY. Residency is a binary categorical variable defining each student as an in-

state or out-of-state student for tuition purposes as of the first academic term at UA. 

9. INCOMING_HOURS. Incoming hours are the number of collegiate-level credit hours 

each student had received as of enrollment, including Advanced Placement, Dual 

Enrollment, and International Baccalaureate credit. 

10. PRIORITY_EVER_USED. Priority ever used is a categorical yes/no variable of whether 

the student ever used priority registration while enrolled at UA. 

11. USED_PRIORITY_REGS. Used priority registrations is a discrete numeric variable 

ranging from 0-10 of the number of registration cycles a student used priority registration 

while enrolled at UA. 

12. USED_PRIORITY. Used priority is a categorical yes/no variable of each term of 

enrollment by a student of whether they used priority registration in that term. Used 

priority is defined by first successful registration attempt before registration by students 

without priority for the term. 
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13. PERCENT_PRIORITY_USED. Percent priority used is the number of terms a given 

student utilized priority registration divided by the number of terms the student was 

awarded priority registration. 

14. TIME_TO_DEGREE. Time to degree is a discrete numeric variable of elapsed terms 

ranging from 5-20 based on the semester of graduation. For example, 11 represents a 

May 2012 graduation, 12 represents August 2012, and 13 represents December 2012. 

15. 4YR_GRAD. Four-year graduation is a categorical yes/no variable of whether the student 

graduated from UA within four years, defined by federal guidelines which includes the 

following summer. 

16. 6YR_GRAD. Six-year graduation is a categorical yes/no variable of whether the student 

graduated from UA within six years, defined by federal guidelines, including the 

following summer. 

17. HONORS_PROGRAM_GRADUATION. Honors program graduation is a categorical 

yes/no variable of whether the student received an Honors College designation at 

graduation. 

18. CUMEARN_UA. Cumulative earned University of Alabama hours is a continuous 

numerical variable of the number of credit hours earned at UA by each student. When 

utilized, the variable will always be as of the last semester of enrollment of each student, 

no matter the number of enrolled semesters. 

19. CUMGPA_UA. Cumulative University of Alabama grade point average is a continuous 

numerical variable of the overall grade point average earned by each student in courses 

taken at UA. When utilized, the variable will always be as of the last semester of 

enrollment of each student, no matter the number of enrolled semesters. 
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20. TERMEARN_UA. Term earned University of Alabama is a discrete numerical variable 

of the number of credit hours earned by each student for each enrolled semester. 

21. TERMATTEMPT_UA. Term attempted University of Alabama is a discrete numerical 

variable of the number of credit hours attempted by each student for each enrolled 

semester. 

22. TERMGPA_UA. Term grade point average University of Alabama is a continuous 

numerical variable of the grade point average of each student for each enrolled semester. 

The demographic variables were selected due to their connection to the five primary 

dependent variables as well as their hypothesized connection to priority registration as discussed 

in Chapter II (Adelman, 2006; Hall, Smith, & Chia, 2008; Synco, 2012; Bettinger, 2004; Stater, 

2009). First semester collegiate grade point average was selected over high school grade point 

average and pre-college academic predictors such as test scores as a function of their ability to 

predict a portion of the existing variance and due to improved accuracy and scale issues 

associated with how UA reports high school grade point average in the dependent variables 

(Jones, 2001; DeBerard, Spielman, & Julka, 2004; Adelman, 2006; Synco, 2012; Keller & Lacy, 

2013). Additionally, preliminary regressions identified that first semester grade point average in 

college demonstrated a stronger relationship and predictive power as a measure of incoming 

academic ability than high school grades or standardized test scores. Finally, the remaining 

variables including honors affiliation, final and term graduate point averages and credit hours, 

time to degree, graduation status, priority usage, and percent priority used were included as 

necessary variables to determine outcomes based on both population means as well as the 

statistical model. 
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Table 14 

Research Questions Matched with Statistical Methods 

Question Dependent 

Variable 

Independent Variables Analysis 

1. Is there a 

relationship between 

priority registration 

and graduation? 

4YR_GRAD, 

6YR_GRAD 

SEX, RACE, 200840 GPA, 

HONORS_FRESHMAN, 

PELL, STAFFORD, SCHOOL, 

RESIDENCY, INCOMING 

HOURS,USED_PRIORITY_REG

S,PRIORITY_EVER_USED, 

PERCENT_PRIORITY_USED 

 

Logistic 

Regression 

& 

Population 

Means 

2. Is there a 

relationship between 

priority registration 

and time to degree 

for graduates? 

 

TIME_TO_ 

DEGREE 

SAME AS RQ1 Linear 

Regression 

& 

Population 

Means 

3. Is there a 

relationship between 

priority registration 

and honors program 

completion? 

 

HONORS_ 

PROGRAM_ 

GRADUATION 

SAME AS RQ1 Logistic 

Regression 

& 

Population 

Means 

4. Is there a 

relationship between 

priority registration 

and student credit 

hour production? 

 

TERMEARN_UA, 

TERMATTEMPT

_UA, 

CUMEARN_UA 

SAME AS 

RQ1,USED_PRIORITY, 

TERM_PRIORITY 

Linear 

Regression 

& 

Population 

Means 

5. Is there a 

relationship between 

priority registration 

and student grade 

point average? 

TERMGPA_UA, 

CUMGPA_UA 

SAME AS RQ4 

 

Linear 

Regression 

& 

Population 

Means 

 

Delimitations 

This research study included the following a priori delimitations: 

1. The research only focused on first-time, full-time undergraduates at The 

University of Alabama; 
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2. This research specifically excluded purely distance learning, graduate, and 

transfer students; 

3. Students who began part-time in the fall of 2008 were excluded, but students who 

started as full-time and shifted to part time at any point remained in the 

population; 

4. This research did not examine departmental seat control behaviors that alter 

access to given classes throughout registration; and 

5. The research only included data from a six-year period from 2008-2014. 

Limitations 

 Given the population nature of the data set rather than examining representative samples, 

the nature of validity issues morphs more so to concerns of causation and implication of macro-

level claims compared to traditional internal and external validity issues. Given that the statistical 

tests used solely compare known population means, chances of error due to sampling and 

inferential statistics are virtually non-existent. Even so, the question will remain whether the 

study itself provides enough evidence in order to provide a solid foundation for understanding 

reality. The finding of any mean differences exists as true, verifiable differences in the 

population. Yet, given the lack of literature examining the issue, additional threats to validity 

may exist that confound the interpretation of priority registration as the primary driver of any 

realized or unfound differences beyond academic achievement. However, the amount of those 

differences in aggregate form between subsets of the population that could contribute to the 

realized or unfound differences should be minimal. Although managing all potential confounding 

elements is impractical, one of the most likely connections extends from a student’s academic 

affiliation and differences in class availability across majors, therefore, the research will address 
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concerns regarding differences as a function of primary degree paths accounting for enrollment 

in a given academic colleges. However, there is no viable mechanism to account for potential 

manipulation in seat opening strategies utilized by a given academic department to allocate seats 

over a period of time. 

 From an external perspective, the generalizability is only strong relative to institutions 

with similar structures. The largest potential differences in a given institution’s implementation 

of priority are whether priority structures exist before or after tiered structures, the numbers of 

students given the benefit, and the total resources in terms of available classes. Using this 

research to directly say that priority has either negative or positive impacts at a similar flagship 

institution with a large honors population and similar priority registration processes is plausible 

but extending that logic to all institutions would be myopic. Given the framework of the 

research, the primary aim of the study is not to make definitive claims regarding how priority 

registration policies affect student success in higher education, rather to explore potential 

relationships in a single implementation. As such, this research is exploratory in nature, rather 

than a statement of causation or impact. The real benefit and value to other institutions extends 

from potential inferences suggesting that the possibility exists for differences to manifest and 

that examining them to determine the impact warrants attention. Only after researchers examine 

multiple different implementation patterns will the beginnings of a larger claim regarding 

priority registration policies develop. 

Conclusion 

Overall, this chapter provides a design overview for the research study, specifically 

focusing on the unique aspects of the implementation of priority registration at UA, and an 

explanation of the primary research questions. Addressing the research framework specifically 
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provides context to examine and interpret potential impacts holistically. In addition, by 

specifically detailing each research question, the related hypotheses, and methods for 

examination of the given questions, the researcher aims to ensure that interested parties possess 

the ability to understand the analyses. In light of the exploratory nature of this research, the 

primary goal is to generate discussion around the impact of priority registration and for others to 

successfully modify and replicate the research at another institution with a potentially different 

implementation of priority registration policies. 
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CHAPTER IV: 

 RESULTS 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the impact of priority registration policies and 

procedures on student success by examining longitudinal data of all incoming first-time, full-

time undergraduates at The University of Alabama (UA) enrolling in 2008. Chapter IV 

emphasizes the results of the study, which are separated by each of the five primary research 

questions focusing on degree completion, time to degree, honors completion, credit hour 

production, and grade point averages and include the descriptive and regression methods of 

answering each question. The initial portion extends the primary descriptive statistics from 

Chapter III by including base information on the usage of priority registration and the results of 

methodology utilized to develop academic achievement subgroups.  

 The most important element to consider throughout examining all of the results from the 

data analysis is that all of the information below represents population-level data, meaning found 

differences are real differences in the population. This also aids in minimizing the impact of any 

missing data. The majority of the data is presented in a tabular and visual format to aid readers in 

their ability to explore the sizable amount of census-level descriptive data beyond the key 

elements described in the text. 

Achievement Groups and Priority Usage 

Students were first divided into three achievement groups, low-achieving, middle-

achieving, and high-achieving, based on which third their fall 2008 collegiate semester term 

grade point average at UA fell into when examining the overall population. Previously used by 
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Albaili (1997), this grouping distinction provides institutional administrators a simple and 

effective way to compare similar groups using descriptive statistics. In order to develop the low, 

middle, and high-achieving groups, frequency counts were run establishing distribution 

percentiles of the population semester collegiate grade point average to separate students into 

three groups with similar counts. The following tables and charts provide an overview of the 

distribution of the first term grade point average to establish the cut points as well as the 

distribution of the students once separated into the appropriate achievement groupings.  As seen 

in Table 15, the mean population grade point average was 2.89, with cut points of 2.67 defining 

the split between low and middle and 3.36 defining the split between middle and high, to 

establish three groups of roughly 1,650 students each, excluding 87 students who did not 

complete the first semester.  The choice to use cut points based on exactly on tertiles rather than 

more traditional round figures enabled the analysis groups to be almost exactly identical in size 

while making academic achievement relative to the actual performance of the cohort. 

Table 15 

Fall 2008 Term Grade Point Average  

  GPA 

Mean 2.89 

Median 3.00 

Mode 3.00 

Std. Deviation 0.89 

Variance 0.80 

Skewness -0.95 

Range 4.33 

Minimum .00 

Maximum 4.33 

Percentiles 33.33 2.67 

66.67 3.36 

Note. N=4,947; Missing=87 
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Excluding students who did not complete the first term, most of whom would have never 

had the priority registration benefit, was deemed more practical than utilizing high school grade 

point average, which had both missing scores as well as limitations of different weights and 

scales. These excluded students will manifest in smaller sample sizes whenever academic ability 

groups are utilized in analysis. Notably, the high-achieving cut point is only 0.06 average points 

above the minimum grade point average required for a student to be a member of the honors 

college, so the high-achieving grouping will effectively serve to aid in exploring the differences 

between high-achieving students who did and did not have priority as a function of their honors 

status. 

As demonstrated in Figure 1, grade point average is negatively skewed (-.95), meaning 

higher grade point averages are more common than lower. Note that grade point averages above 

4.0 exist, given UA allows for A+ grades that can result in a 4.33 being used to calculate a term 

grade point average. 

 
 

Figure 1.  Fall 2008 GPA distribution 
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After students were split into three groups based on the grade point average distribution, 

Table 16 shows the achievement subgroups, which each comprise roughly 33% of the student 

population. In light of this distribution, for the remaining portion of the chapter, the low-

achieving students’ category represent students who earned a 0-2.66 grade point average in their 

first term at UA, middle-achieving students are those who earned greater than a 2.66 grade point 

average but less than 3.36 in their first term at UA, and high-achieving students are those who 

earned at or above a 3.36 grade point average in their first term at UA. 

Table 16 

Academic Ability Group Definition 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Valid 1.00 1,658 32.9 33.5 

2.00 1,637 32.5 33.1 

3.00 1,652 32.8 33.4 

Total 4,947 98.3 100.0 

Missing System 87 1.7  

Total 5,034 100.0  

 

As seen in Table 17, out of the total 5,034 students included in the population, 1,557 

(30.9%) utilized priority registration in at least one registration cycle throughout their time at 

UA. As a comparison, there were 1,714 students who were ever assigned a priority registration 

timeslot by UA during their time, meaning 90.8% of students utilized the priority granted to 

them while 157 students, 9.2%, never utilized the priority that was given to them at least once. 

Table 17 

Priority Registration Usage 

 Priority Ever Utilized Priority Ever Granted 

Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 

No 3,477 69.1 3,320 66.0 

Yes 1,557 30.9 1,714 34.0 

Total 5,034 100.0 5,034 100.0 
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Limiting the population to the 4,947 students who had a first semester grade point 

average and were assigned to an achievement subgroup in Table 18, the percentage of students 

who utilized priority increases to 31.4%, due to the lack of continued enrollment by many of the 

students who did not have a first semester grade point average. Important to note, the differences 

in priority usage across the achievement groups differs dramatically as also shown in Table 18. 

When considering all students, regardless of access to priority registration, only 14.1% of low-

achieving students ever utilized priority, compared to 25.4% for middle-achieving students and 

54.7% for high-achieving students. All groups, but particularly the low-achieving group, include 

honors students as well as those granted priority for reasons such as disability or athletic status. 

Overall, the population of students who utilized priority registration is heavily skewed towards 

higher achieving students. 

Table 18 

Priority Ever Used by Academic Achievement Group 

Priority Ever Used Achievement Group  

Low Middle High Total 

No Count 1,424 1,221 749 3,394 

% within Achievement 

 

85.9% 74.6% 45.3% 68.6% 

Yes Count 234 416 903 1,553 

% within Achievement 

 

14.1% 25.4% 54.7% 31.4% 

Total Count 1,658 1,637 1,652 4,947 

% within Achievement 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 

When limiting the usage rate analysis to only students who ever had access to priority, 

the findings also heavily skew toward higher achieving students. Table 19 shows that 23.5% of 

low-achieving students who had access to priority never utilized it, compared to 9.2% of middle-

achieving students and 3.9% of high-achieving students. The inverse notes that 76.5% of low-
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achieving students utilized priority at some point if it was given to them compared to 90.8% of 

middle-achieving and 96.1% of high-achieving. In essence, the higher achieving a student is, the 

more likely they are to utilize a priority registration timeslot given to them. 

Table 19 

Priority Ever Used by Priority Ever Granted by Academic Achievement Group 

Priority Ever Used by Achievement Group  Priority Ever Granted  

 No Yes Total 

Low No Count 1,352 72 1,424 

% within Priority Ever Granted 100.0% 23.5% 85.9% 

Yes Count 0 234 234 

% within Priority Ever Granted 0.0% 76.5% 14.1% 

Total Count 1,352 306 1,658 

% within Priority Ever Granted 

 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Middle No Count 1,179 42 1,221 

% within Priority Ever Granted 100.0% 9.2% 74.6% 

Yes Count 0 416 416 

% within Priority Ever Granted 0.0% 90.8% 25.4% 

Total Count 1,179 458 1,637 

% within Priority Ever Granted 

 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

High No Count 712 37 749 

% within Priority Ever Granted 100.0% 3.9% 45.3% 

Yes Count 0 903 903 

% within Priority Ever Granted 0.0% 96.1% 54.7% 

Total Count 712 940 1,652 

% within Priority Ever Granted 

 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Total No Count 3,243 151 3,394 

% within Priority Ever Granted 100.0% 8.9% 68.6% 

Yes Count 0 1,553 1,553 

% within Priority Ever Granted 0.0% 91.1% 31.4% 

Total Count 3,243 1,704 4,947 

% within Priority Ever Granted 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
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When breaking this down into the number of registration cycles in which priority was 

actually utilized in Table 20, there was a wide degree in variability.  

Table 20 

Number of Registration Cycles with Used Priority 

 Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid .00 3,477 69.1 69.1 

1.00 218 4.3 73.4 

2.00 143 2.8 76.2 

3.00 141 2.8 79.0 

4.00 162 3.2 82.3 

5.00 164 3.3 85.5 

6.00 263 5.2 90.7 

7.00 375 7.4 98.2 

8.00 66 1.3 99.5 

9.00 21 .4 99.9 

10.00 4 .1 100.0 

Total 5,034 100.0  

 

The vast majority of students who utilized priority did so six or seven times. Seven times 

represents the maximum number of cycles a student could utilize priority and still graduate by 

the traditional spring of the fourth year, explaining the significant decrease in individuals which 

can be seen graphically represented in Figure 2. Of note, a decent number of students, compared 

to those who utilized priority multiple times, only registered early once. Further analysis of this 

group is likely warranted to drill further into the numbers of those students who were only 

granted the access once compared to other mitigating factors. 
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Figure 2. Used priority cycles distribution 

 

When examining the larger dataset of every individual registration cycle attempt by all 

students throughout the examined timeframe, priority was utilized in 20.5% of all single 

registration cycle attempts and in 81.1% of cases in which it was granted; however, Table 21 

demonstrates that differences manifested in usage rates for students across the achievement 

groups, specifically 58.1% for low-achieving, 74.3% for middle-achieving, and 89.1% for high-

achieving. Lower performing students were less likely to utilize the primary benefit granted to 

them. The term-based usage rates are lower than the overall usage rates, likely given that 

multiple terms provided more opportunities for a given student to fail to utilize priority status. 
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Table 21 

Percent of Priority Usage by Achievement Group 

Priority Granted Achievement Group Percent Used N 

No 

Low 0.0% 9,250 

Middle 0.0% 10,119 

High 0.0% 6,822 

Total 0.0% 26,191 

Yes 

Low 58.1% 1,259 

Middle 74.3% 2,,146 

High 89.1% 5,471 

Total 81.1% 8,876 

Total 

Low 7.0% 10,509 

Middle 13.0% 12,265 

High 39.7% 12,293 

Total 20.5% 35,067 

 

Degree Completion 

The research hypothesis was that the four-year and six-year degree completion of 

students who utilized priority would be higher than those who did not, and the percentage of 

degree completion would correlate with the number of utilized priority cycles. Based on the 

following results, both of these hypotheses hold true. 

As shown in Table 22, out of the total cohort of 5,034 students, 38.6% graduated in four 

years, and 48.9% of those students utilized priority registration at least once during their 

undergraduate career. Out of the 61.4% of students who did not graduate in four years, only 

19.7% of them ever utilized priority registration. Notably, the percent of students who graduated 

in four years who ever utilized priority was 61.0% compared to 28.6% for those who did not.  
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Table 22 

Four-Year Graduation by Priority Ever Used 

Four-Year Graduation Priority Ever Used Total 

No Yes 

 No Count 2,484 608 3,092 

% within Four-Year Grad 80.3% 19.7% 100.0% 

% within Priority Ever Used 

 

71.4% 39.0% 61.4% 

Yes Count 993 949 1,942 

% within Four-Year Grad 51.1% 48.9% 100.0% 

% within Priority Ever Used 

 

28.6% 61.0% 38.6% 

Total Count 3,477 1,557 5,034 

% within Four-Year Grad 69.1% 30.9% 100.0% 

% within Priority Ever Used 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 

At six years, shown in Table 23, 65.3% of the total cohort of students graduated, with 

40.5% of those students utilizing priority at least once. Out of the students who did not graduate 

in six years, only 12.8% of them ever utilized priority. The percent of students who graduated in 

six-years who ever utilized priority was 85.6% compared to 56.3% of those who did not. 

Table 23 

Six-Year Graduation by Priority Ever Used 

Six-Year Graduation Priority Ever Used Total 

No Yes 

 No Count 1,521 224 1,745 

% within Six-Year Grad 87.2% 12.8% 100.0% 

% within Priority Ever Used 

 

43.7% 14.4% 34.7% 

Yes Count 1,956 1,333 3,289 

% within Six-Year Grad 59.5% 40.5% 100.0% 

% within Priority Ever Used 

 

56.3% 85.6% 65.3% 

Total Count 3,477 1,557 5,034 

% within Six-Year Grad 69.1% 30.9% 100.0% 

% within Priority Ever Used 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
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When breaking this down to examine the students in the achievement groupings in Table 

24, the percent of the entire cohort of students who graduated in four-years of the low-achieving 

students was almost double for students who ever utilized priority registration compared to those 

who never utilized it, 26.9% to 14.3%. For middle-achieving and high-achieving groups, the 

discrepancies exist with larger net but smaller relative differences, 52.9% for those who utilized 

priority compared to 36% for middle-achieving, and 73.8% for those who utilized priority 

compared to 46.9% for high-achieving. Similar results can be found when examining the percent 

of students who graduated in six years, with 64.5% of low-achieving students who utilized 

priority graduating in six years compared to 40.9% of those without priority. Sizeable differences 

exist for middle-achieving students, 84.1% for those who utilized priority to 67.9%, and for high-

achieving, 91.9% for those who utilized priority to 71.4%. 

Table 24 

Percent of Graduates by Priority Ever Used 

Priority Ever 

Used 

Achievement 

Group 

% Four-Year 

Graduation 

% Six-Year 

Graduation 

N 

No Low 14.3% 40.9% 1,424 

Middle 36.0% 67.9% 1,221 

High 46.9% 71.4% 749 

Total 29.3% 57.4% 3,394 

Yes Low 26.9% 64.5% 234 

Middle 52.9% 84.1% 416 

High 73.8% 91.9% 903 

Total 61.1% 85.7% 1,553 

Total Low 16.0% 44.3% 1,658 

Middle 40.3% 72.0% 1,637 

High 61.6% 82.6% 1,652 

Total 39.3% 66.3% 4,947 
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Table 25 shows that when correlating the percentage of students who had a first semester 

grade point average and were assigned an achievement grouping who graduated within six years 

against the number of registration cycles priority registration was used, Pearson’s R for all 

students was .920, compared to .912 for low-achieving students, .744 for middle-achieving 

students, and .894 for high-achieving students. Table 27 further in the document provides the 

raw in-group averages utilized to determine the correlations, particularly emphasizing the percent 

of students who graduated in each achievement group based on whether they utilized priority 

once, twice, thrice, etc. In essence, the more terms that a student utilized priority registration, the 

higher the likelihood of graduating within six years, particularly for low-achieving and high-

achieving students. 

Table 25 

Six-Year Used Priority Percent Graduation Correlation 

Used Priority Cycles 

Six Year - 

All 

Six Year - 

Low 

Six Year - 

Middle 

Six Year - 

High 

 

Pearson Correlation .920** .912** .744** .894** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .009 .000 

N 11 10 11 11 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 

 

To examine the comparative group at four-year graduation, the analysis was limited to 

students with 7 or less priority terms, the maximum that could be utilized inside of four years for 

a student on a traditional eight semester timeline. Table 26 shows that similar results were found 

with a near perfect relationship of .991 between the percent of students who graduated within 

four years and the number of semesters they used priority registration. Results were similar for 

all achievement groups, albeit slightly lower, .899 for low-achieving, .910 for middle-achieving, 

and .969 for high-achieving. As the number of terms of utilized priority registration increased, 
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the percent of those students that graduated inside of six years increased at a virtually equivalent 

amount. While this does not prove causation, the relationship is particularly strong, especially 

given it holds even when examining the achievement groupings independently. 

Table 26 

Four-Year Used Priority Percent Graduation Correlation 

Used Priority Cycles Four Year - 

All 

Four Year - 

Low 

Four Year - 

Middle 

Four Year - 

High 

Pearson Correlation .991** .899** .910** .969** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .002 .002 .000 

N 8 8 8 8 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed. 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 

 

Figure 3 demonstrates the percent of students who graduate within six-years based on the 

number of times they utilized priority registration status, broken out by achievement group. The 

positive relationship is clear for all subgroups, along with seeing the distinction in the percent of 

graduating by subgroup. 

 

Figure 3.  Percent of students graduating in six years by priority usage 
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Represented in Figure 4, this graph shows the same information focused on the percent of 

students who graduated in four years, demonstrating the near perfect relationship. 

 

Figure 4.  Percent of students graduating in four years by priority usage 

 

As demonstrated by the preceding figures and included in Table 27, with the exception of 

high-achieving students, the percentage of students who graduated in four or six years who never 

utilized priority registration was lower than those who utilized it at least once. The data suggest 

the number of cycles for a benefit to be realized varies to some extent by achievement group, but 

all demonstrate a sizeable jump in percent of graduation after a few cycles. The largest single 

cycle change for six-year graduates occurs between using priority three times and four times, 

potentially implying there may be a cumulative impact of multiple semesters of using priority. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



112 

 

Table 27 

Percent of Graduates by Used Priority Cycles by Achievement Group 

 Six-Year Graduation Four-Year Graduation 

Achievement Group Used Priority Cycles Percent N Percent N 

Low 0.0 40.9% 1,424 14.3% 1,424 

1.0 42.3% 71 15.5% 71 

2.0 42.5% 40 15.0% 40 

3.0 69.6% 23 30.4% 23 

4.0 88.2% 34 29.4% 34 

5.0 84.2% 19 52.6% 19 

6.0 87.5% 24 58.3% 24 

7.0 90.9% 11 45.5% 11 

8.0 87.5% 8 0.0% 8 

9.0 100.0% 4 0.0% 4 

Total 44.3% 1,658 16.0% 1,658 

 

Middle .0 67.9% 1,221 36.0% 1,221 

1.0 69.0% 87 46.0% 87 

2.0 84.1% 63 49.2% 63 

3.0 72.1% 43 41.9% 43 

4.0 90.4% 52 59.6% 52 

5.0 79.1% 43 53.5% 43 

6.0 98.3% 58 67.2% 58 

7.0 98.0% 51 70.6% 51 

8.0 100.0% 13 15.4% 13 

9.0 80.0% 5 0.0% 5 

10.0 100.0% 1 0.0% 1 

Total 72.0% 1,637 40.3% 1,637 

 

High .0 71.4% 749 46.9% 749 

1.0 60.3% 58 41.4% 58 

2.0 65.0% 40 52.5% 40 

3.0 74.0% 73 57.5% 73 

4.0 90.8% 76 64.5% 76 

5.0 94.1% 102 81.4% 102 

6.0 97.8% 181 84.0% 181 

7.0 100.0% 313 91.7% 313 

8.0 100.0% 45 17.8% 45 

9.0 100.0% 12 0.0% 12 

10.0 100.0% 3 0.0% 3 

Total 82.6% 1,652 61.6% 1,652 
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 Six-Year Graduation Four-Year Graduation 

Achievement Group Used Priority Cycles Percent N Percent N 

Total .0 57.4% 3,394 29.3% 3,394 

1.0 57.9% 216 34.7% 216 

2.0 67.1% 143 40.6% 143 

3.0 72.7% 139 48.2% 139 

4.0 90.1% 162 55.6% 162 

5.0 89.0% 164 70.7% 164 

6.0 97.0% 263 77.9% 263 

7.0 99.5% 375 87.5% 375 

8.0 98.5% 66 15.2% 66 

9.0 95.2% 21 0.0% 21 

10.0 100.0% 4 0.0% 4 

Total 66.3% 4,947 39.3% 4,947 

 

 Evaluating the research question utilizing regression, the research hypothesis suggested 

that adding the number of times priority registration was utilized as a predictor variable would 

increase the ability of a base model to predict both four and six-year graduation. The following 

findings support that hypothesis; however, the improvement was relatively modest for four-year 

graduation.  

For each logistic and linear regression for the following questions, the base model was 

established first with each non-priority variable being added stepwise. This generated an initial 

regression model with the determined variables by reducing extraneous variables with a high 

degree of co-variance, thereby improving the estimate of the actual effect of each remaining 

variable (Hosmer & Lemeshow, 2005; Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). Utilizing a forward 

conditional binary logistic regression model, categorical and continuous predictor variables of 

sex, race, first semester GPA, honors freshman status, Pell recipient status, Stafford loan 

recipient status, residency status, first academic college, and incoming hours were placed into an 

initial model. The selected grouping of variables correctly predicted 73.2% of six-year graduates 

with a -2 Log likelihood of 5,307.6 and an Nagelkerke R squared of 0.258, with race and four of 

the academic colleges being determined to be non-significant predictors. A second forward 
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conditional step was run that included the number of utilized priority cycles, the percent of 

enrolled registration cycles that priority was utilized, and whether a student ever utilized priority. 

The second step improved the model to correctly predict 75.6% of cases with a -2 Log likelihood 

of 4,815.8 and a Nagelkerke R squared of 0.364, with priority ever utilized being determined as a 

non-significant predictor. Adding measures of priority usage improved the percent of variance 

accounted for in the model by 41% (Psixyeargrad = 1/1+e^-(-2.012 + .374*Commerce + 

.362*Communication + .908*GPA + -.565*Honors + .011*Hours + -.556*Nursing + -.301*Pell 

+ -.536*Residency + .312*Sex + -.296*Stafford + -10.966*PercentPriority + 

1.81*UsedPriority)). The predictor variables pre and post inclusion of the priority variables are 

listed in Table 28 below. Examining the beta coefficient and odds ratios without priority 

measures, first semester GPA by far served as the strongest predictor variable, with multiple 

other significant variables in the model, notably residency. Adding the measures of priority 

usage made the incoming hours no longer a significant predictor and notably the priority 

measures became the strongest predictors in the model, with the number of utilized priority 

cycles having almost three times the odds impact as first semester GPA as the next strongest 

positive predictor.  

Practically speaking, the number of times priority was utilized and the percent of the 

enrolled terms that priority was used are the most important variables in correctly predicting 

whether or not an individual will graduate in six years compared to the included standard 

academic and demographic predictors; however, there are significant other factors not included 

in the predictive model that still have strong influence in explaining why someone does or does 

not graduate in six years. 
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Table 28 

Six-Year Graduation Logistic Regression 

 B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

Step 1 

R2 = 0.258 

(Constant) -2.044 0.132 241.336 1 0.000 0.130 

Commerce 0.345 0.089 15.071 1 0.000 1.411 

Communication 0.332 0.118 7.949 1 0.005 1.393 

Fall 2008 GPA 0.988 0.044 498.895 1 0.000 2.686 

Honors Freshman 0.322 0.111 8.358 1 0.004 1.380 

Incoming Hours 0.021 0.008 7.465 1 0.006 1.021 

Nursing -0.636 0.133 22.815 1 0.000 0.529 

Pell Recipient -0.264 0.108 5.970 1 0.015 0.768 

Residency -0.602 0.071 71.582 1 0.000 0.548 

Sex 0.288 0.072 15.911 1 0.000 1.333 

Stafford Recipient 

 

-0.350 0.087 16.019 1 0.000 0.705 

Step 2 

R2 = 0.364 

(Constant) -2.012 0.138 211.059 1 0.000 0.134 

Commerce 0.374 0.093 16.273 1 0.000 1.453 

Communication 0.362 0.121 8.953 1 0.003 1.436 

Fall 2008 GPA 0.908 0.047 375.470 1 0.000 2.480 

Honors Freshman -0.565 0.161 12.387 1 0.000 0.568 

Incoming Hours 0.011 0.009 1.498 1 0.221 1.011 

Nursing -0.556 0.138 16.257 1 0.000 0.573 

Pell Recipient -0.301 0.113 7.134 1 0.008 0.740 

Residency -0.536 0.075 51.652 1 0.000 0.585 

Sex 0.312 0.076 16.841 1 0.000 1.366 

Stafford Recipient -0.296 0.091 10.482 1 0.001 0.744 

Percent Used Priority -10.966 0.963 129.699 1 0.000 0.000 

Used Priority Cycles 1.810 0.131 190.970 1 0.000 6.109 

 

Utilizing the exact same model structure, similar results were found for four-year 

graduation except residency was also a non-significant predictor. The first step correctly 

predicted 71.5% of cases with a -2 Log likelihood of 5,366.9 and a Nagelkerke R squared of 

0.305, which was improved to 73%, 5,262.2, and 0.327 by adding priority (Pfouryeargrad = 1/1+e^-

(-3.87 + .486*Communication + -.872Engineering + 1.035*GPA + -.11*Honors + .011*Hours + 

-.871*Nursing + -.344*Pell + .412*Sex + -.316*Stafford + 3.311PercentPriority + -

.216*UsedPriority)). As shown in Table 29, the percent of registration cycles with used priority 

was the strongest single predictor, followed by first semester GPA. While still significant, the 

number of utilized terms was of less importance at four-years than six. Incoming hours once 
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again became non-significant alongside whether the student was initially in the honors college 

when priority measures were added. The change of these factors, similar to six years, is likely 

due to priority usage being so heavily correlated to high-achieving honors students that bring in 

multiple incoming credit hours, meaning their usage of priority serves as a better predictor that 

their hours or honors affiliation specifically. Overall, the priority measures only improved the 

variance accounted for in the model by 7% for four-year graduation. 

Table 29 

Four-Year Graduation Logistic Regression 

 B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

Step 1 

R2 = 0.305 

(Constant) -4.106 0.169 592.711 1 0.000 0.016 

Communication 0.489 0.114 18.433 1 0.000 1.631 

Engineering -0.854 0.119 51.448 1 0.000 0.426 

Fall 2008 GPA 1.146 0.053 462.045 1 0.000 3.145 

Honors Freshman 0.607 0.096 39.834 1 0.000 1.834 

Incoming Hours 0.020 0.006 11.209 1 0.001 1.021 

Nursing -0.944 0.144 43.123 1 0.000 0.389 

Pell Recipient -0.315 0.114 7.595 1 0.006 0.730 

Sex 0.437 0.072 36.968 1 0.000 1.548 

Stafford Recipient 

 

-0.341 0.092 13.790 1 0.000 0.711 

Step 2 

R2 = 0.327 

(Constant) -3.870 0.169 526.679 1 0.000 0.021 

Communication 0.486 0.115 17.813 1 0.000 1.625 

Engineering -0.872 0.122 51.069 1 0.000 0.418 

Fall 2008 GPA 1.035 0.054 366.532 1 0.000 2.814 

Honors Freshman -0.110 0.125 0.778 1 0.378 0.895 

Incoming Hours 0.011 0.006 3.318 1 0.069 1.012 

Nursing -0.871 0.145 36.164 1 0.000 0.418 

Pell Recipient -0.344 0.116 8.844 1 0.003 0.709 

Sex 0.412 0.073 32.081 1 0.000 1.510 

Stafford Recipient -0.316 0.093 11.615 1 0.001 0.729 

Percent Used Priority 3.311 0.558 35.218 1 0.000 27.426 

Used Priority Cycles -0.216 0.065 11.018 1 0.001 0.805 
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Practically speaking, the percent of the enrolled terms that priority was used is the most 

important variable in correctly predicting whether or not an individual will graduate in four years 

compared to the included standard academic and demographic predictors, particularly in light of 

an odds ratio of over nine times the second strongest positive predictor of first term GPA. That 

the number of used priority cycles was still significant, but less significant than other factors, 

particularly compared to its influence at six-year graduation suggests the impact of priority 

manifests to a higher degree over a greater time period. This aligns with fact that the 

dichotomous predictor of whether or not priority was ever utilized did not add any predictive 

power to the model, so the impact of priority is more on a cumulative basis rather than a single 

term. With that being said, at four years, similar to six years, there are significant other factors 

not included in the predictive model that still have strong influence in explaining why someone 

does or does not graduate, as shown by the relatively lower R squared values. 

Time to Degree 

The research hypotheses for time to degree were that graduates who utilized priority 

registration would have a lower time to degree compared to graduates who never had priority 

registration for all achievement groups and that time to degree would negatively correlate with 

the number of semesters a student utilized the priority registration benefit for all achievement 

groups. Based on the following results, both hypotheses were supported when examining all 

students collectively. When broken to achievement groups, both hypotheses were still supported 

for high-achieving and middle-achieving subgroups albeit with a weaker correlational 

relationship; however, low-achieving students showed no differences in time to degree based on 

priority usage. 
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To examine time to degree, the population only included the 3,350 students that 

graduated in the data set, further limited to 3,338 that had a first semester GPA when utilizing 

achievement groupings. As demonstrated in Tale 30, the average time to degree for students who 

utilized priority registration at some point in their college career was over three-fourths of an 

elapsed term less than those who completed a degree without ever utilizing priority, specifically 

11.9 terms compared to 12.7. The average student using priority registration graduated in the 

spring or summer of their fourth year; whereas, the average non-priority student graduated in the 

summer or fall of their fourth year. Notably 63.8% of priority users graduated by the traditional 

spring of their fourth year compared to 40.7% of those who never used priority. 

Table 30 

Time to Degree by Priority Ever Used 

Priority Ever Used Time to Degree N Std. Deviation 

No 12.7 2,002 2.1 

Yes 11.9 1,348 1.9 

Total 12.4 3,350 2.0 

 

After accounting for the ability groupings in Table 31, the differences were less 

pronounced and time to degree for the low-achieving students was actually the same based on 

priority usage. High-achieving students graduated 0.6 terms faster and medium-achieving 

students graduated 0.4 terms faster if they utilized priority registration.  
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Table 31 

Time to Degree by Priority Ever Utilized by Achievement Group 

Priority Ever Utilized Achievement Group Mean N Std. Deviation 

No Low 13.4 609 2.2 

Medium 12.6 845 2.0 

High 12.0 538 1.7 

Total 

 

12.7 1,992 2.0 

Yes Low 13.4 159 2.4 

Medium 12.2 354 2.0 

High 11.4 833 1.5 

Total 

 

11.9 1,346 1.9 

Total Low 13.4 768 2.3 

Medium 12.5 1,199 2.0 

High 11.7 1,371 1.6 

Total 12.4 3,338 2.0 

 

Table 32 displays the relationship between the number of cycles priority registration was 

utilized and time to degree. There was a significant relationship evidences by a -0.203 Pearson R 

value for all students who graduated in the data set. Accounting for academic achievement, the 

relationship was still significant for both high-achieving (-.132) and middle-achieving groups (-

0.065), albeit a relatively weak connection. The negative correlation suggests that as the number 

of terms priority was utilized increased, the number of elapsed terms before graduation 

decreased; however, the number of utilized priority registration cycles does not appear to have an 

impact on low-achieving students. Table 33 provides the raw in-group averages utilized to 

determine the correlations, particularly emphasizing the time to degree of students who 

graduated in each achievement group based on whether they utilized priority once, twice, etc. 
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Table 32 

Relationship between Utilized Priority Registration Cycles and Time to Degree 

 

 
Overall 

Graduates 

High-achieving 

Graduates 

Middle-achieving 

Graduates 

Low-achieving 

Graduates 

Pearson Correlation 

Sig. (2-tailed) 

N 

-.203** -.132** -.065* -.046 

.000 .000 .024 .207 

3,350 1,371 1,199 7,68 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
 

 

The distribution of average time to degree by utilized priority registration cycles broken 

out by achievement group in Figure 5 shows a modest negative relationship for all achievement 

groups through seven cycles with a significant increase thereafter. However, those students who 

utilized eight or more priority cycles represent only 2.7% of the analyzed graduates, and once a 

student actually utilized eight priority cycles, there would be no possible way to complete a 

degree in fewer than 12 elapsed terms. Their usage of that many priority cycles signifies 

enrollment beyond 12 terms. 
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Figure 5.  Time to degree of graduates by used priority cycles 

Table 33 provides the raw data utilized in Figure 5 to aid in identifying the relatively 

small sample sizes once priority usage is broken down by both achievement and registration 

cycles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



122 

 

Table 33 

Time to Degree by Used Priority Cycles and Achievement Group 

Achievement Group Used Priority Cycles Mean N Std. Deviation 

1.00 .00 13.4 609 2.2 

1.00 13.8 33 2.8 

2.00 14.7 21 3.1 

3.00 13.0 17 2.5 

4.00 13.5 30 2.2 

5.00 12.9 16 2.2 

6.00 12.1 21 1.8 

7.00 12.6 10 1.6 

8.00 13.7 7 .8 

9.00 14.5 4 .6 

Total 13.4 768 2.2 

2.00 .00 12.6 845 2.0 

1.00 12.1 62 2.6 

2.00 12.3 53 1.9 

3.00 12.3 31 1.4 

4.00 12.1 47 1.8 

5.00 12.1 35 2.1 

6.00 11.9 57 1.8 

7.00 11.8 50 1.3 

8.00 13.4 13 1.1 

9.00 15.6 5 2.1 

10.00 17.0 1 0 

Total 12.5 1,199 2.0 

3.00 .00 12.0 538 1.7 

1.00 11.6 35 1.9 

2.00 11.7 27 1.8 

3.00 11.7 54 1.8 

4.00 12.0 70 1.9 

5.00 10.7 97 2.1 

6.00 11.1 177 1.2 

7.00 11.3 313 .8 

8.00 13.3 45 1.0 

9.00 14.3 12 .9 

10.00 15.7 3 1.2 

Total 11.7 1,371 1.6 

Total .00 12.7 1,992 2.0 

1.00 12.4 130 2.6 

2.00 12.7 101 2.4 

3.00 12.1 102 1.9 

4.00 12.3 147 2.0 

5.00 11.2 148 2.2 

6.00 11.4 255 1.5 

7.00 11.4 373 1.0 

8.00 13.4 65 1.0 

9.00 14.6 21 1.3 

10.00 16.0 4 1.2 

Total 12.4 3,338 2.0 
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Evaluating the research question utilizing regression, the research hypothesis suggested 

that adding the number of times priority registration was utilized as a predictor variable would 

increase the ability of a base model to predict time to degree. The following findings strongly 

support that hypothesis. 

Recoding all variables utilized in the regression model for degree completion into dummy 

(0,1) continuous variables allowed for an equivalent model to be run using stepwise linear 

regression for time to degree. The initial stepwise regression determined that utilizing Stafford 

loans was not a predictor, but collectively all other variables resulted in a Nagelkerke R squared 

of 0.210. Adding the three priority usage measures in the second step improved the model to a 

Nagelkerke R squared of 0.358, accounting for 70% more variance in time to degree (Ytimetodegree 

= 15.257 + -.332*Communication + .524*Engineering + -.745*GPA + -.034*Honors + 

.002*Hours + .383*Nursing + .292*Pell + -.257*White + -.267*Residency + -.297*Sex + -

17.026*PercentPriority + 1.963*UsedPriority). Examining the standardized beta coefficients in 

both step one and step two Table 34 below, first semester GPA was the strongest predictor of 

time to degree followed by enrollment in the engineering college, likely due to co-op norms. As 

shown in the final step before priority was added and after, the number of used priority cycles 

and the percent of cycles in which priority was utilized became by far the strongest predictors in 

the model. The priority measures once again made both the number of incoming hours and 

Honors College participation in the first semester non-significant predictors. 

Practically speaking, the percent of the registration cycles priority was utilized and the 

total number are by far the most important variables included in the model in predicting a 

student’s time to degree. Students who utilized priority in virtually all of their registration cycles 

would complete their degree significantly faster than those who did not. Priority actually reduced 
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the predictive validity of the majority of the other variables, with measures of priority being 

almost ten times more important than even a student’s academic ability as demonstrated in their 

first semester in terms of identifying how long it will take a student to complete their degree. 

Table 34 

Time to Degree Linear Regression 

Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

Step 1 

R2 = 0.210 

(Constant) 15.791 0.174   90.566 0.000 

Communication -0.420 0.110 -0.060 -3.813 0.000 

Engineering 1.014 0.101 0.163 10.031 0.000 

Fall 2008 GPA -0.931 0.049 -0.324 -19.026 0.000 

Honors Freshman -0.409 0.088 -0.089 -4.630 0.000 

Incoming Hours -0.018 0.005 -0.069 -3.672 0.000 

Nursing 0.530 0.140 0.060 3.797 0.000 

Pell Recipient 0.331 0.101 0.053 3.272 0.001 

Race - White -0.228 0.096 -0.039 -2.368 0.018 

Residency -0.314 0.069 -0.073 -4.583 0.000 

Sex 

 

-0.346 0.068 -0.085 -5.110 0.000 

Step 2 

R2 = 0.358 

(Constant) 15.257 0.160   95.168 0.000 

Communication -0.332 0.099 -0.048 -3.345 0.001 

Engineering 0.524 0.093 0.084 5.634 0.000 

Fall 2008 GPA -0.745 0.046 -0.259 -16.180 0.000 

Honors Freshman -0.034 0.103 -0.008 -0.334 0.738 

Incoming Hours 0.002 0.004 0.007 0.421 0.674 

Nursing 0.383 0.126 0.044 3.035 0.002 

Pell Recipient 0.292 0.091 0.047 3.20 0.001 

Race - White -0.257 0.087 -0.044 -2.965 0.003 

Residency -0.267 0.062 -0.062 -4.306 0.000 

Sex -0.297 0.061 -0.072 -4.852 0.000 

Percent Used Priority -17.026 0.616 -2.896 -27.620 0.000 

Used Priority Cycles 1.963 0.072 2.767 27.296 0.000 

 

Honors Completion 

The research hypothesis was that students who utilized priority registration would have 

been more likely to complete the honors program for all achievement groups and that the 

percentage of students that graduated with honors would also positively correlate with the 
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number of used priority registrations for all achievement groups. Based on the following results, 

the descriptive hypothesis holds true for all students and high-achieving and middle-achieving 

subgroups. The completion percentage for low-achieving students was higher; however, due to 

sample size that difference was marginal at best. 

As demonstrated in Table 35, out of the 1063 students who started in the Honors College, 

40.8% of them completed the honors requirements, alongside another 55 out of the 162 (34%) 

students who joined the Honors College after their first semester, resulting in 489/1,225 (39.9%) 

of students who were ever in the Honors College actually completing the honors requirements. 

Table 35 

Ever in Honors by Honors Graduate – All Students 

Ever in Honors Did Not Complete Honors Graduate Total 

No Count 3,809 0 3,809 

% within Ever in Honors 100.0% .0% 100.0% 

% within Honors Graduate 83.8% .0% 75.7% 

% of Total 

 

75.7% .0% 75.7% 

Yes Count 736 489 1,225 

% within Ever in Honors 60.1% 39.9% 100.0% 

% within Honors Graduate 16.2% 100.0% 24.3% 

% of Total 

 

14.6% 9.7% 24.3% 

Total Count 4,545 489 5,034 

% within Ever in Honors 90.3% 9.7% 100.0% 

% within Honors Graduate 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 90.3% 9.7% 100.0% 

 

Narrowing this to only students who actually completed a degree at UA inside of 6 years, 

Table 36 identifies that 489/1,028 (47.6%) of the students completed the Honors College 

requirements.  
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Table 36 

Ever in Honors by Honors Graduate – Six-Year Graduates 

  Honors Graduate Total 

  No Yes  

No Count 2,261 0 2,261 

% within Ever in Honors 100.0% .0% 100.0% 

% within Honors Graduate 80.8% .0% 68.7% 

% of Total 

 

68.7% .0% 68.7% 

Yes Count 539 489 1,028 

% within Ever in Honors 52.4% 47.6% 100.0% 

% within Honors Graduate 19.3% 100.0% 31.3% 

% of Total 

 

16.4% 14.9% 31.3% 

Total Count 2,800 489 3,289 

% within Ever in Honors 85.1% 14.9% 100.0% 

% within Honors Graduate 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 85.1% 14.9% 100.0% 

 

In evaluating honors completion by academic ability of six-year graduates who were ever 

in the Honors College, the completion rate for low-achieving students was only 3.8% compared 

to 22.9% for middle-achieving, and 59.7% for high-achieving. These percentages are shown in 

Table 37 below; however, it is important to note there were only 136 low-achieving students who 

ever enrolled in the Honors College compared to 806 high-achieving students. 
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Table 37 

Percent Honors Completion of Honors Students by Achievement Group 

 Six-Year Graduates All Honors Students 

Achievement Group % Complete N % Complete N 

Low 3.8% 79 2.2% 136 

Middle 22.9% 218 18.3% 273 

High 59.7% 730 54.1% 806 

Total 47.6% 1,027 40.2% 1,215 

 

Table 38 shows that of the 489 honors completers, 488 utilized priority registration at 

least once during their career, and only 30 out of the 1,028 graduates who were ever in the 

Honors College never used priority registration. Only 1/30 (3.3%) of those students completed 

the honors requirements, compared to (488/998) 48.9% of those who used priority. Only one 

student completed the Honors College requirements without ever utilizing priority registration.  

Table 38 

Counts of Honors Program Completers 

 Six-Year Graduates All Honors Students 

 Priority Ever Utilized Priority Ever Utilized 

Honors Graduate No Yes Total No Yes Total 

No 29 510 539 91 645 736 

Yes 1 488 489 1 488 489 

Total 30 998 1,028 92 1,133 1,225 

 

 

As such, the breakdown of achievement groups and the honors completion rates as a 

function of whether priority registration was utilized has very small sample sizes. Table 39 

provides evidence of this, as only 4.8% of the 21 honors high-achieving students who never 

utilized priority registration completed the honors requirements compared to 55.4% of the honors 
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high-achieving students who did. Out of the low or middle-achieving students who never utilized 

priority, none of them completed the honors requirements compared to 20.5% completion and 

3.0% completion for middle and low-achieving students who utilized priority. 

Table 39 

Honors Program Completion by Priority Ever Utilized and Achievement Group 

  Six-Year Graduates All Honors Students 

Priority Ever 

Utilized 

Achievement Group % Complete N % Complete N 

No Low 0.0% 12 0.0% 35 

Middle 0.0% 12 0.0% 29 

High 16.7% 6 4.8% 21 

Total 

 

3.3% 30 1.2% 85 

Yes Low 4.5% 67 3.0% 101 

Middle 24.3% 206 20.5% 244 

High 60.1% 724 55.4% 785 

Total 

 

48.9% 997 43.2% 1,130 

Total Low 3.8% 79 2.2% 136 

Middle 22.9% 218 18.3% 273 

High 59.7% 730 54.1% 806 

Total 47.6% 1,027 40.2% 1,215 

 

The relationship between the percent of students who completed the honors requirements 

and the number of utilized priority registration cycles was actually quite strong, based on the 

same in group averages as discussed for degree completion and time to degree. Table 40 

evidences that relation was positive, with a Pearson R of .919, with similar levels of .864 for 

middle-achieving and .922 for high-achieving students. Low-achieving students had a non-

significant relationship of .261. 
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Table 40 

Relationship between Percent Honors Completion and Used Priority Cycles 

Utilized Priority Cycles All Honors Low Middle High 

 Pearson Correlation .919** .261 .864** .922** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .466 .001 .000 

N 11 10 10 11 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

Figure 6 graphically represents that relationship by plotting the percent of honors students 

who completed the honors requirements as a function of their priority usage broken out by 

achievement level as well. The graph demonstrates the differences in the relationship based on 

achievement groups, with the connection not holding for low-achieving honors students. 

 
Figure 6. Percent honors complete by utilized priority cycles 
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When examining the data from an alternative perspective in Table 41, out of the six-year 

graduates, the average honors completer utilized two more priority cycles than those who did not 

complete the requirements, and a similar difference held for all achievement groups, with high-

achievement completers utilizing 1.3 more cycles, middle-achieving completes using 2.3 more 

cycles, and low-achieving using 2.2 more cycles. 

Table 41 

Average Utilized Priority Cycles by Achievement Group and Honors Completion 

  All Honors Six-Year Graduates 

Achievement 

Group 

Honors 

Completer 

Mean N Mean N 

Low No 2.2 133 3.1 76 

Yes 5.3 3 5.3 3 

Total 

 

2.3 136 3.2 79 

Middle No 3.2 223 3.6 168 

Yes 5.9 50 5.9 50 

Total 

 

3.7 273 4.1 218 

High No 4.6 370 5.2 294 

Yes 6.5 436 6.5 436 

Total 

 

5.6 806 6.0 730 

Total No 3.7 726 4.4 538 

Yes 6.4 489 6.4 489 

Total 4.8 1,215 5.4 1,027 

 

Evaluating the research question utilizing regression, the research hypothesis suggested 

that adding the number of times a student utilized priority registration to the logistic regression 

model would significantly increase the ability of the model to predict a student’s likelihood of 

completing the honors requirements. The following findings strongly support that hypothesis.  
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Limiting the analysis of honors completion to only students who were ever in the Honors 

College (1,225) and utilizing a forward conditional binary logistic regression model, the initial 

model utilized the same variables as degree completion, including sex, race, first semester GPA, 

honors freshman status, Pell recipient status, Stafford loan recipient status, residency status, first 

academic college, and incoming hours. The set of variables correctly predicted 73.6% of honors 

completers with a -2 Log likelihood of 1,229.0 and a Nagelkerke R squared of .386. Race, Pell 

grant recipient status, a number of the academic colleges, and enrollment in the Honors College 

during the first term were determined to be non-significant predictors.  

The second forward conditional step included the number of utilized priority cycles, the 

percent of granted priority cycles that were utilized, and whether a student ever utilized priority. 

The second iteration improved the model to correctly predict 78.4% of cases with a -2 Log 

likelihood of 1,029.5 and a Nagelkerke R squared of .532, with priority ever utilized being 

determined as a non-significant predictor. The measures of priority usage improved the variance 

accounted for in the model by 38% (Phonorscompletion = 1/1+e^-(-9.582 + -1.02*Engineering + 

1.575*GPA + .02*Hours + -1.314*Nursing + -.08*Residency + .184*Sex + -.548*Stafford + 

2.805*PercentPriority + .312*UsedPriority)).  Regarding individual beta coefficients, first 

semester GPA and enrollment in nursing were the strongest predictors of honors completion 

initially. The inclusion of the priority measures were significant and made both sex and 

residency non-significant predictors. Notably, the odds ratio for percent utilized priority was 

almost three and a half times larger than first semester grade point average. 

In effect, the percent of enrolled terms in which priority was utilized during registration 

was by far the strongest predictor of whether an honors student would complete the Honors 

College requirements, followed by first semester GPA. An honors student’s use of loans, 
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whether they were enrolled in either engineering or nursing, and their incoming hours also 

provided additional explanatory power. 

Table 42 

Honors Completion Logistic Regression 

 B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

Step 1 

R2 = 

0.386 

(Constant) -8.937 0.683 171.244 1 0.000 0.000 

Engineering -0.636 0.196 10.517 1 0.001 0.529 

Fall 2008 GPA 2.351 0.186 159.155 1 0.000 10.494 

Incoming Hours 0.028 0.007 18.216 1 0.000 1.029 

Nursing -1.757 0.388 20.544 1 0.000 0.173 

Residency -0.554 0.157 12.411 1 0.000 0.575 

Sex 0.484 0.145 11.143 1 0.001 1.623 

Stafford Recipient 

 

-0.758 0.219 11.934 1 0.001 0.468 

Step 2 

R2 = 

0.532 

(Constant) -9.582 0.787 148.206 1 0.000 0.000 

Engineering -1.020 0.220 21.516 1 0.000 0.360 

Fall 2008 GPA 1.575 0.210 56.416 1 0.000 4.829 

Incoming Hours 0.020 0.007 7.892 1 0.005 1.021 

Nursing -1.314 0.420 9.806 1 0.002 0.269 

Residency -0.308 0.176 3.067 1 0.080 0.735 

Sex 0.184 0.163 1.284 1 0.257 1.202 

Stafford Recipient -0.548 0.238 5.290 1 0.021 0.578 

Percent Used Priority 2.805 0.898 9.768 1 0.002 16.530 

Used Priority Cycles 0.312 0.096 10.614 1 0.001 1.366 

 

Credit Hour Production 

The research hypotheses were that the average number of credit hours attempted and 

earned in a single term would differ as a function of whether students utilized priority 

registration in that cycle for all achievement groups and the average total number of credit hours 

completed by graduates would also positively correlate with the number of cycles graduates 

utilized priority registration for all achievement groups. Based on the following results, the 

primary hypothesis of differences in attempted hours and earned in each term was supported; 
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however, the connection with total credit hours was only supported for overall hours for 

graduates but not for UA earned total hours. 

To examine overall UA earned credit hour production, all non-graduates were removed to 

minimize the impact of students who left with fewer earned hours. The remaining 3,350 students 

demonstrated a relatively normal distribution, as seen in Figure 7 below, with a skewness of 

.083, but a kurtosis of 2.41, due to the congregation of students around 120 credit hours, the 

minimum to graduate from the institution. Those students who graduated with less than 120 UA 

hours received credit from other institutions or placement tests. 

 
Figure 7. Earned UA credit hour distribution 

 

When breaking down the overall UA hours of graduates on the basis of ever using 

priority in Table 43, the means were very similar, with those who utilized priority actually 

completing 1.1 fewer hours compared to their counterparts who did not utilize priority status. 
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This difference across the achievement groups varied, however, with low-achieving priority 

students actually completing 1.8 more hours, middle-achieving and high-achieving priority 

students completing 1.8 fewer hours. Notably, the variance in the hours taken is higher in the 

priority groupings, particularly for the middle and high-achieving students. 

Table 43 

Earned UA Credit Hours by Achievement Group and Priority Ever Utilized 

Achievement 

Group 

Priority 

Ever 

Utilized 

Mean N 
Std. 

Deviation 
Variance Range Min Max 

Low No 119.1 609 13.7 187.4 132 38 170 

Yes 120.9 159 13.8 189.8 101 72 173 

Total 

 

119.5 768 13.7 188.2 135 38 173 

Middle No 121.8 845 12.7 160.1 106 71 177 

Yes 120.0 354 13.5 181.9 118 78 196 

Total 

 

121.3 1,199 12.9 167.1 125 71 196 

High No 121.1 538 11.7 136.4 86 80 166 

Yes 119.3 833 13.1 170.4 96 77 173 

Total 

 

120.0 1,371 12.6 157.7 96 77 173 

Total No 120.8 1,992 12.8 163.2 139 38 177 

Yes 119.7 1,346 13.3 175.7 124 72 196 

Total 120.3 3,338 13.0 168.5 158 38 196 

 

Due to significant differences in curricula across academic disciplines, an examination of 

the earned UA credit hours as a function of the last enrolled academic college of the graduates 

provides more clarity in the differences. Table 44 demonstrates that more significant differences 

were found when looking at Education (-3.6) and Engineering (-5.4), which are known to have 

higher credit hours required for graduation and less availability of seats, especially compared to 
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Nursing (+0.2) where there is virtually no difference as a function of ensuring all students have 

seats due to a cohort model. 

Table 44 

Earned UA Hours by Priority Ever Utilized and Last UA College Enrolled 

Priority 

Every 

Utilized 

Academic College Mean N Std. 

Deviation 

No Arts and Sciences 119.3 440 12.9 

Commerce and Business Administration 118.8 559 12.3 

Communication and Information Sciences 117.7 321 10.4 

Education 129.5 197 12.8 

Engineering 129.6 81 11.0 

Human Environmental Sciences 120.2 306 12.1 

Nursing 125.4 82 17.0 

Social Work 119.4 16 13.6 

Total 

 

120.7 2,002 12.9 

Yes Arts and Sciences 117.3 450 13.8 

Commerce and Business Administration 117.9 351 12.7 

Communication and Information Sciences 117.6 113 11.4 

Education 125.9 71 12.8 

Engineering 124.2 197 12.4 

Human Environmental Sciences 121.4 99 13.4 

Nursing 125.6 63 11.5 

Social Work 114.3 4 4.0 

Total 

 

119.6 1,348 13.3 

Total Arts and Sciences 118.3 890 13.4 

Commerce and Business Administration 118.5 910 12.4 

Communication and Information Sciences 117.7 434 10.6 

Education 128.5 268 12.9 

Engineering 125.8 278 12.2 

Human Environmental Sciences 120.5 405 12.4 

Nursing 125.5 145 14.8 

Social Work 118.4 20 12.4 

Total 120.3 3,350 13.1 

 

To examine the relationship of priority usage and UA hours directly, correlations 

between the number of earned hours and the numbers of registration cycles in which priority was 

utilized were examined, with the findings in Table 45 below. The approach for these as the same 
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as the previous correlations, determining the average number of hours in each group of students 

that utilized priority once, twice, three times, etc. For graduates, the number of used priority 

terms positively correlated with the overall earned hours, but not with the earned UA hours. The 

relationship was stronger with higher achieving students compared to both low and middle-

achieving students for overall hours. Those who had priority were more likely to have other 

hours from AP and transfer which contributed to this, likely as a function of high achievement. 

However, there was virtually no relationship between earned credit hours at UA and the number 

of utilized priority registration cycles, which also held true when examining the colleges 

individually once accounting for academic achievement. 

Table 45 

Relationship of Used Priority Cycles with Earned Credit Hours 

 Overall Earned Hours UA Earned Hours 

All Graduates Pearson Correlation .281** .010 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .581 

N 

 

3,350 3,350 

Low Pearson Correlation .141** .085* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .019 

N 

 

768 768 

Middle Pearson Correlation .148** .024 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .411 

N 

 

1,199 1,199 

High Pearson Correlation .321** -.014 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .611 

N 1,371 1,371 

 

 

To examine the relationship from a different angle, term-based data was also utilized to 

examine the number of hours each student registered for and then actually completed each term 
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they were enrolled. Excluding all summer terms due to high variance in registration patterns and 

limited full-time students, the collective enrollments of every fall and spring semester were 

analyzed. Table 46 shows that out of the 35,275 attempted terms by students, 7,200 (20.4%) of 

them occurred after a student utilized priority. Collectively, the average number of hours 

attempted was 14.1 credits, with 12.3 (87.2%) of those being earned. The rest of the hours were 

from students who either withdrew from or failed a course after the deadline to drop classes. 

When examining the connection with priority usage, students with priority actually attempted 

14.4 hours, completing 13.6 (94.4%) compared to those without registering for 14.0 hours and 

finishing 12 (85.7%).  These differences, as evidences in Table 46 are quite large with an 

ANOVA F value of 967.5 for earned hours and 135.7 for attempted hours, both with a p value 

below .001. 

Table 46 

Term Attempted and Earned Hours by Priority Usage 

Priority Used Term UA Hours Earned Term UA Hours Attempted 

No Mean 12.0 14.0 

N 28,075 28,075 

Std. Deviation 

 

4.1 2.5 

Yes Mean 13.6 14.4 

N 7,200 7,200 

Std. Deviation 

 

3.3 2.8 

Total Mean 12.3 14.1 

N 35,275 35,275 

Std. Deviation 4.0 2.6 

 

Breaking down the relationship further as a function of achievement groups in Table 47, 

high-achieving students that utilized priority completed 14.0/14.5 (96.6%) of their hours 

compared to 13.2/14.0 (94.3%) for those that did not utilize priority. Middle-achieving students 
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with priority completed 13.2/14.4 (91.7%), compared to 12.6/14.2 (88.7%), and low-achieving 

students completed 11.9/14.3 (83.2%) compared to 10.5/13.9 (75.5%). Notably, not only do 

students who do not have access to priority registration register for fewer hours, they complete 

an even smaller percentage of the hours they register for, with the largest difference for low-

achieving students. Low-achieving students who utilized priority complete 1.4 (13.3%) more 

hours per term, even though they only resister for 0.4 (2.9%) more hours per term.  
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Table 47 

Term Attempted and Earned Hours by Achievement Group and Priority Usage 

Achievement Group Priority Used Term UA Hours Earned Term UA Hours Attempted 

Low No Mean 10.5 13.9 

N 9,752 9,752 

Std. Deviation 

 

4.6 2.4 

Yes Mean 11.9 14.3 

N 730 730 
Std. Deviation 

 

4.1 2.7 

Total Mean 10.6 14.0 

N 10,482 10,482 

Std. Deviation 

 

4.6 2.4 

Middle No Mean 12.6 14.2 

N 10,657 10,657 
Std. Deviation 

 

3.6 2.5 

Yes Mean 13.2 14.4 

N 1592 1,592 

Std. Deviation 

 

3.4 2.8 

Total Mean 12.7 14.2 

N 12,249 12,249 

Std. Deviation 

 

3.5 2.5 

High No Mean 13.2 14.0 

N 7,405 7,405 

Std. Deviation 

 

3.2 2.6 

Yes Mean 14.0 14.5 

N 4,870 4,870 

Std. Deviation 

 

3.0 2.8 

Total Mean 13.5 14.2 

N 12,275 12,275 

Std. Deviation 

 

3.2 2.7 

Total No Mean 12.0 14.1 

N 27,814 27,814 

Std. Deviation 

 

4.0 2.5 

Yes Mean 13.6 14.4 

N 7,192 7,192 
Std. Deviation 

 

3.3 2.8 

Total Mean 12.3 14.1 
N 35,006 35,006 

Std. Deviation 4.0 2.6 
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Due to the significance of completing 15 hours per term in regards to degree completion, 

an additional examination was included exploring the percent of students who utilized priority 

registration that registered for 15 hours. Table 48 documents that students who utilized priority 

attempted 15 hours 63.4% of the time compared to 51.3% percent of the time for those without, 

and they earned at least 15 hours 49.5% of the time compared to 31.8% of the time. The 

differences hold across achievement groups, suggesting priority registration can make a 

significant difference in the ability of a student to register for and complete 15 hours in a single 

term. 

Table 48 

Students Enrolling in Fifteen Hours by Priority Usage and Achievement Group 

  15 Hours Attempted 15 Hours Earned 

Priority Utilized Achievement Group Percent Percent 

No Low 48.4% 21.5% 

Middle 54.2% 35.2% 

High 51.1% 40.5% 

Total 

 

51.3% 31.8% 

Yes Low 61.1% 31.9% 

Middle 63.3% 43.1% 

High 63.8% 54.3% 

Total 

 

63.4% 49.5% 

Total Low 49.2% 22.2% 

Middle 55.4% 36.2% 

High 56.1% 45.9% 

Total 53.8% 35.4% 

 

Evaluating the research question utilizing regression, the research hypothesis suggested 

that adding the number of times a student utilized priority registration to the linear regression 

model would significantly increase the ability of the model to predict earned credit hours by 
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graduates as well as the number of credit hours attempted and earned in a single term. The 

following findings support that hypothesis, albeit the strength of the models were not very 

strong, particularly for the number of hours attempted in a given term. 

To analyze overall UA hours, the same linear regression model utilized for the time to 

degree analysis was run using dummy continuous variables for all categorical data. The initial 

iteration determined that first semester GPA and residency status were the most significant 

predictors in the first step, with an R squared of .212. After adding all three measures of priority 

usage, the number of utilized cycles, if priority was ever utilized, and the percentage of 

registration cycles with used priority, the R squared valued increased to .282, a 33% increase in 

the amount of variance explained (Yearneduahours = 42.103 + -2.869*Arts&Sci + 18.158*GPA + -

4.091*HumanEnvrSci + -12.128*Nursing + -4.156*Pell + 8.123*Black + -9.312*Residency + 

4.213*Sex + -5.387*Stafford + -163.783*PercentPriority + 16.818*PriorityEver 

+19.436*UsedPriority). Table 49 includes all of the variables included as predictors in the first 

step alongside the impact of priority additions in the second. Specifically, when considering the 

standardized beta coefficients, the number of used priority cycles and the percent of cycles 

priority was utilized became the strongest predictors in the model alongside first semester GPA. 

To analyze this more closely, using priority was actually connected with taking increased 

UA hours, whereas a higher percent of enrolled cycles in which priority was utilized was 

associated with completing fewer UA hours, even though all are significantly related to the 

number of completed UA hours. However, unlike previous regression results, students’ academic 

ability has more influence on the number of hours they earn compared to priority usage, albeit 

priority still matters more than what college a student was enrolled in, their financial status, or 

other standard demographic variables. 
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Table 49 

Earned UA Hours Linear Regression 

Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

Step 1 

R2 = 

0.212 

(Constant) 42.838 2.055  20.847 0.000 

Arts & Sciences -3.494 1.174 -0.040 -2.975 0.003 

Fall 2008 GPA 20.061 0.620 0.418 32.339 0.000 

Human Envr Sciences -5.934 2.512 -0.031 -2.362 0.018 

Nursing -13.860 2.308 -0.081 -6.005 0.000 

Pell Recipient -3.874 1.864 -0.032 -2.079 0.038 

Race - Black 6.481 1.952 0.046 3.320 0.001 

Residency -11.747 1.151 -0.132 -10.205 0.000 

Sex 2.983 1.152 0.035 2.589 0.010 

Stafford Recipient 

 

-6.611 1.474 -0.066 -4.485 0.000 

Step 2 

R2 = 

0.282 

(Constant) 42.103 2.006  20.986 0.000 

Arts & Sciences -2.869 1.124 -0.033 -2.552 0.011 

Fall 2008 GPA 18.158 0.65 0.379 27.948 0.000 

Human Envr Sciences -4.091 2.409 -0.022 -1.698 0.090 

Nursing -12.128 2.210 -0.071 -5.488 0.000 

Pell Recipient -4.156 1.779 -0.034 -2.336 0.020 

Race - Black 8.123 1.866 0.057 4.354 0.000 
Residency -9.312 1.105 -0.105 -8.429 0.000 
Sex 4.213 1.102 0.049 3.821 0.000 
Stafford Recipient -5.387 1.412 -0.054 -3.814 0.000 
Percent Used Priority -163.783 8.741 -1.191 -18.737 0.000 
Priority Ever Utilized 16.818 2.354 0.182 7.145 0.000 
Used Priority Cycles 19.436 1.000 1.155 19.432 0.000 

 

The same linear regression model was also utilized to analyze all fall and spring term-

based data. When examining the number of hours attempted in a single term, the first step of the 

model barely accounted for any variance with an R squared of .023, although multiple variables 

were considered to be weak but significant predictors. Table 50 below outlines the specific 

variables influencing the number of attempted hours in a single term, and although individual 

variables are significant, the predictive ability of this model is virtually nonexistent 

(Ytermattemptedhours = 13.762 + -.259*Commerce + .289*Education + -.747*Engineering + 
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.157*GPA + .356*Honors + -.007*Hours + -.779*Nursing + .109*Pell + -.11*White + 

.373*Residency + -1.362*GrantedPriority + 1.467*UsedPriority). However, after adding the 

priority measure variables, whether priority was assigned in the given term and utilized, the 

model improved the R squared value to .036, with both measures of priority being significantly 

stronger than any other variable, accounting for 56% more variance, suggesting there is a viable 

connection between priority usage and the number of attempted hours in a given term. 

Table 50 

Term Attempted UA Hours Linear Regression 

Model Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

Step 1 

R2 = 0.023 

(Constant) 13.644 0.065  208.606 0.000 

Commerce -0.270 0.033 -0.045 -8.090 0.000 

Education 0.288 0.052 0.031 5.579 0.000 

Engineering -0.750 0.046 -0.091 -16.368 0.000 

Fall 2008 GPA 0.188 0.018 0.059 10.363 0.000 

Honors Freshman 0.267 0.040 0.044 6.689 0.000 

Incoming Hours -0.005 0.002 -0.014 -2.246 0.025 

Nursing -0.800 0.060 -0.072 -13.231 0.000 

Pell Recipient 0.114 0.042 0.015 2.712 0.007 

Race - White -0.103 0.041 -0.014 -2.547 0.011 

Residency 

 

0.359 0.030 0.066 12.153 0.000 

Step 2 

R2 = 0.036 

(Constant) 13.762 0.065  210.568 0.000 

Commerce -0.259 0.033 -0.043 -7.801 0.000 

Education 0.289 0.051 0.031 5.638 0.000 

Engineering -0.747 0.046 -0.091 -16.41 0.000 

Fall 2008 GPA 0.157 0.018 0.049 8.542 0.000 

Honors Freshman 0.356 0.046 0.059 7.795 0.000 

Incoming Hours -0.007 0.002 -0.018 -2.862 0.004 

Nursing -0.779 0.060 -0.070 -12.954 0.000 

Pell Recipient 0.109 0.042 0.015 2.620 0.009 

Race - White -0.110 0.040 -0.015 -2.730 0.006 

Residency 0.373 0.029 0.069 12.718 0.000 

Granted Priority -1.362 0.066 -0.232 -20.532 0.000 

Used Priority 1.467 0.069 0.232 21.158 0.000 
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Running the same fall and spring linear regression analysis again for the number of 

earned hours each term, the first step of the model was stronger, with an R squared of .163 and 

the strongest predictor being first semester GPA. Adding the two measures of priority usage 

improved the R squared value to .172, improving the variance accounted for by only 5% 

(Ytermearnedhours = 7.178 + -.382*Arts&Sci + -.539*Commerce + .535*Education + -

1.438*Engineering + 1.782*GPA + .454*Honors + -.012*Hours + -1.05*Nursing + -.194*Pell + 

-.221*Black + .466*Residency + .263*Sex + -1.76*GrantedPriority + 1.976*UsedPriority).  

Overall, the regression suggests that first semester GPA has the strongest connection with 

how many credit hours an individual student completes in a given term; however, measures of 

priority usage are also influential, particularly compared to other standard demographic 

variables. Even so, there are a host of other unaccounted factors that impact the number of hours 

that a given student both registers for an completes in any given term. Table 51 below provides 

the regression coefficients and predictor variables while demonstrating the impact of adding the 

measures of being granted and utilizing priority registration status. 
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Table 51 

Term Earned UA Hours Linear Regression 

Model 
Unstandardized Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

Step 1 

R2 = 

0.163 

(Constant) 7.004 0.089  78.350 0.000 

Arts & Sciences -0.385 0.057 -0.045 -6.774 0.000 

Commerce -0.536 0.061 -0.058 -8.784 0.000 

Education 0.521 0.081 0.036 6.436 0.000 

Engineering -1.414 0.079 -0.111 -17.995 0.000 

Fall 2008 GPA 1.822 0.026 0.370 69.021 0.000 

Honors Freshman 0.350 0.057 0.037 6.088 0.000 

Incoming Hours -0.009 0.003 -0.017 -2.894 0.004 

Nursing -1.101 0.093 -0.064 -11.805 0.000 

Pell Recipient -0.189 0.061 -0.016 -3.104 0.002 

Race - Black -0.244 0.069 -0.019 -3.552 0.000 

Residency 0.443 0.043 0.053 10.414 0.000 

Sex 

 

0.326 0.044 0.041 7.446 0.000 

Step 2 

R2 = 

0.172 

(Constant) 7.178 0.089  80.212 0.000 

Arts & Sciences -0.382 0.057 -0.045 -6.763 0.000 

Commerce -0.539 0.061 -0.058 -8.871 0.000 

Education 0.535 0.081 0.037 6.649 0.000 

Engineering -1.438 0.078 -0.113 -18.403 0.000 

Fall 2008 GPA 1.782 0.027 0.362 66.854 0.000 

Honors Freshman 0.424 0.066 0.045 6.443 0.000 

Incoming Hours -0.012 0.003 -0.021 -3.607 0.000 

Nursing -1.050 0.093 -0.061 -11.312 0.000 

Pell Recipient -0.194 0.061 -0.017 -3.205 0.001 

Race - Black -0.221 0.068 -0.017 -3.240 0.001 

Residency 0.466 0.042 0.056 10.996 0.000 

Sex 0.263 0.044 0.033 6.019 0.000 

Granted Priority -1.760 0.095 -0.194 -18.483 0.000 

Used Priority 1.976 0.10 0.202 19.8480 0.000 

 

Grade Point Average 

The research hypotheses were that students who utilized priority registration would 

demonstrate higher overall UA GPAs across all achievement groups and that overall UA GPA 

would also positively correlate with the numbers of cycles students used the priority benefit for 
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all achievement groups. Based on the following results, both of the descriptive hypotheses were 

strongly supported. 

To examine UA grade point averages, a base analysis of the distribution for graduates 

showed an average GPA of 3.22 which was fairly normally distributed, with a skewness of -.242 

and kurtosis of -.683 compared to SPSS baselines of 0, which is graphically represented in 

Figure 8. 

 

Figure 8. UA grade point average distribution 

 

Table 52 shows that students who utilized priority registration demonstrated significantly 

higher GPAs, both when examining all students as well as limiting the analysis to graduates who 

have a full academic record behind their GPA. Graduates who utilized priority registration had a 

UA grade point average 0.43 above students who did not utilize priority. The ANOVA F values 



147 

 

for both overall and UA grade point average for all students based on using priority were above 

850 and the same values for graduates were over 640, all significant at p < 001. 

Table 52 

All Students Grade Point Average by Priority Ever Utilized 

 All Students Graduates 

Priority Ever Utilized Overall GPA UA GPA Overall GPA UA GPA 

No Mean 2.70 2.68 3.06 3.05 

N 3,435 3,431 2,002 2,002 

Std. Deviation 

 

0.81 0.83 0.46 0.47 

Yes Mean 3.38 3.37 3.48 3.48 

N 1,556 1,556 1,348 1,348 

Std. Deviation 

 

0.59 0.61 0.48 0.49 

Total Mean 2.92 2.90 3.23 3.22 

N 4,991 4,987 3,350 3,350 

Std. Deviation 0.81 0.83 0.52 0.52 

 

Differences were also found across the academic colleges in average UA grade point 

average as well, and these differences were moderated by but hold for low, middle, and high-

achieving groups across all colleges, with those who utilize priority obtaining higher grade point 

averages. Table 53 evidences those differences, with the largest differences in engineering 

(+0.66), arts and sciences (+.52), and business (+.49). 
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Table 53 

UA GPA by Academic College and Priority Ever Utilized of Graduates 

Final Academic College Priority Ever Utilized Mean N Std. Deviation 

Arts and Sciences No 3.05 440 .47 

Yes 3.57 450 .44 

Total 

 

3.31 890 .53 

Commerce and Business 

Administration 

No 2.94 559 .45 

Yes 3.43 351 .50 

Total 

 

3.13 910 .53 

Communication and 

Information Sciences 

No 3.01 321 .43 

Yes 3.34 113 .56 

Total 

 

3.10 434 .49 

Education No 3.35 197 .42 

Yes 3.59 71 .41 

Total 

 

3.41 268 .43 

Engineering No 2.80 81 .52 

Yes 3.46 197 .53 

Total 

 

3.27 278 .61 

Human Environmental 

Sciences 

No 3.08 306 .46 

Yes 3.30 99 .57 

Total 

 

3.14 405 .50 

Nursing No 3.38 82 .29 

Yes 3.56 63 .26 

Total 

 

3.46 145 .29 

Social Work No 3.24 16 .42 

Yes 3.41 4 .36 

Total 

 

3.28 20 .41 

Total No 3.05 2,002 .47 

Yes 3.48 1,348 .49 

Total 3.22 3,350 .52 
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Figure 9 provides a visual representation of the grade point average distribution for the 

achievement groups on the basis of priority usage. 

 

Figure 9. Graduate UA GPA distribution by achievement group and priority usage 

 

When accounting for academic achievement in Table 54, the differences in UA GPA 

became less pronounced but still remained. Low-achieving graduates that utilized priority had 

grade point averages that were 0.08 higher, middle-achieving had grade point averages that were 

0.18 higher, and high-achieving students had grade point averages that were 0.27 higher. 
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Table 54 

Grade Point Average by Achievement Group and Priority Ever Utilized 

  All Students Graduates 

Achievement 

Group 

Priority Ever Utilized Overall GPA UA GPA Overall GPA UA GPA 

Low No Mean 2.15 2.11 2.72 2.72 

N 1,424 1,424 609 609 

SD 0.78 0.80 0.38 0.39 

Yes Mean 2.56 2.56 2.81 2.80 

N 234 234 159 159 

SD 0.55 0.56 0.43 0.43 

Total Mean 2.21 2.17 2.74 2.73 

N 1,658 1,658 768 768 

SD 

 

0.77 0.79 0.39 0.40 

Middle No Mean 2.94 2.93 3.05 3.04 

N 1,221 1,221 845 845 

SD 0.48 0.49 0.37 0.37 

Yes Mean 3.15 3.14 3.22 3.22 

N 416 416 354 354 

SD 0.46 0.47 0.38 0.39 

Total Mean 3.0 2.98 3.10 3.10 

N 1,637 1,637 1,199 1,199 

SD 

 

0.48 0.49 0.38 0.39 

High No Mean 3.4 3.42 3.45 3.45 

N 749 749 538 538 

SD 0.45 0.46 0.37 0.38 

Yes Mean 3.70 3.69 3.73 3.72 

N 903 903 833 833 

SD 0.36 0.37 0.32 0.33 

Total Mean 3.57 3.57 3.62 3.62 

N 1,652 1,652 1,371 1,371 

SD 

 

0.43 0.44 

 

0.37 0.37 

Total No Mean 2.7 2.69 3.06 3.05 

N 3,394 3,394 1,992 1,992 

SD 0.80 0.83 0.46 0.47 

Yes Mean 3.38 3.37 3.48 3.48 

N 1,553 1,553 1,346 1,346 

SD 0.59 0.60 0.48 0.49 

Total Mean 2.92 2.91 3.23 3.23 

N 4,947 4,947 3,338 3,338 

SD 0.81 0.83 0.51 0.52 

Note.  SD=Std. Deviation 
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Additionally, when examining the relationship directly between the number utilized 

priority registration cycles and final graduate’s UA grade point averages, similar to all previous 

correlational examinations, there was positive relationship for all achievement levels, being the 

strongest for high-achieving graduates. As documented in Table 55, the relationship had an R 

value of .478 for all students, which was smaller but still significant for all three groups, .112 for 

low-achieving, .227 for middle-achieving, and .438 for high-achieving. 

Table 55 

Relationship between Used Priority Cycles and Grade Point Average 

 All Students All Graduates 

 Overall GPA UA GPA Overall GPA UA GPA 

Total Pearson Correlation .434** .431** .482** .478** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 4,991 

 

4,987 3,350 3,350 

Low-

achieving 

Pearson Correlation .215** .219** .111** .112** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .002 .002 

N 1,658 

 

1,658 768 768 

Middle-

achieving 

Pearson Correlation .222** .219** .232** .227** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 1,637 

 

1,637 1,199 1,199 

High-

achieving 

Pearson Correlation .400** .392** .446** .438** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 1,652 1,652 1,371 1,371 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

From a term-based grade point average perspective shown in Table 56, when priority was 

utilized in a single term, the average term GPA was 3.52, 0.67 points higher than students who 

did not utilize priority, 2.85. The differences across achievement groups were smaller but still 

significant, with low-achieving students obtaining an increase of 0.42, middle-achieving of 0.29, 

and high-achieving of 0.30 on the basis of utilizing priority in that term. The difference for all 
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students was tremendously significant, with an ANOVA F value of 3,398.1 and significant of p < 

.001. 

Table 56 

Term GPA by Priority Usage and Achievement Group 

Priority Utilized Achievement Group Mean N Std. Deviation 

No Low 2.31 9511 0.94 

Middle 2.93 10,502 0.73 

High 3.43 7,282 0.65 

Total 

 

2.85 27,295 0.90 

Yes Low 2.73 700 0.81 

Middle 3.22 1,551 0.67 

High 3.73 4,784 0.48 

Total 

 

3.52 7,035 0.65 

Total Low 2.34 10,211 0.94 

Middle 2.97 12,053 0.73 

High 3.55 12,066 0.60 

Total 2.99 34,330 0.90 

 

Evaluating the research question utilizing regression, the research hypothesis suggested 

that adding the number of times a student utilized priority registration to the linear regression 

model would significantly increase the ability of the model to predict a graduate’s overall UA 

GPA and that adding whether a student used priority registration in a registration cycle would 

significantly increase the model’s ability to predict a student’s grade point average for a given 

term. The following findings tacitly support that hypothesis in that priority was deemed a 

significant predictor variable; however, the improvement was very modest, given the strength of 

first semester GPA in predicting future grade point averages. 

The same linear regression model as previously utilized was deployed to analyze UA 

GPA. The initial step predictably demonstrated that first semester GPA was the strongest 
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predictor of overall UA GPA, with an R squared of .677. After adding the three measures of 

priority usage, only the number of utilized priority terms was a significant addition to the model 

in the second step, but it barely increased the R squared to .683 (Yoveralluagpa = .832 + 

.071*Communication + .1*Education + -.09*Engineering + .678*GPA + .053*Honors + -

.064*HumanEnvrSci + .001*Hours + -.047*Nursing + -.064 *Pell + -.165*Black + .159*Sex + -

.034*Stafford + .034*UsedPriority). 

When examining the standardized beta coefficients directly, the number of utilized cycles 

was still the second strongest predictor (.105) of overall GPA behind first semester GPA (.732); 

however, its impact is relatively minimal. Including priority registration usage mitigated the 

ability of other variables such as Stafford loan recipient, incoming hours, and enrollment in the 

college of Nursing to predict grade point averages. Overall, there is defined but small connection 

in which using priority is associated with higher grade point averages even beyond academic 

ability.  
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Table 57 

Overall UA GPA Linear Regression 

Model Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

Step 1 

R2 = 

0.677 

(Constant) 0.798 0.025  32.038 0.000 

Communication 0.071 0.024 0.025 2.990 0.003 

Education 0.099 0.028 0.030 3.551 0.000 

Engineering -0.081 0.022 -0.032 -3.714 0.000 

Fall 2008 GPA 0.697 0.008 0.752 85.070 0.000 

Honors Freshman 0.176 0.020 0.087 8.702 0.000 

Human Envr Sciences -0.073 0.031 -0.020 -2.379 0.017 

Incoming Hours 0.003 0.001 0.022 2.293 0.022 

Nursing -0.062 0.028 -0.019 -2.206 0.027 

Pell Recipient -0.060 0.023 -0.025 -2.632 0.009 

Race - Black -0.163 0.024 -0.060 -6.743 0.000 

Sex 0.164 0.015 0.099 11.112 0.000 

Stafford Recipient 

 

-0.041 0.018 -0.021 -2.235 0.025 

Step 2 

R2 = 

0.683 

(Constant) 0.832 0.025  33.248 0.000 

Communication 0.071 0.023 0.025 3.006 0.003 

Education 0.100 0.028 0.030 3.616 0.000 

Engineering -0.090 0.022 -0.035 -4.148 0.000 

Fall 2008 GPA 0.678 0.008 0.732 80.904 0.000 

Honors Freshman 0.053 0.024 0.026 2.164 0.030 

Human Envr Sciences -0.064 0.031 -0.017 -2.094 0.036 

Incoming Hours 0.001 0.001 0.011 1.152 0.249 

Nursing -0.047 0.028 -0.014 -1.676 0.094 

Pell Recipient -0.064 0.023 -0.027 -2.813 0.005 

Race - Black -0.165 0.024 -0.060 -6.891 0.000 

Sex 0.159 0.015 0.096 10.846 0.000 

Stafford Recipient -0.034 0.018 -0.018 -1.874 0.061 

Used Priority Cycles 0.034 0.004 0.105 8.821 0.000 

 

With the same model applied to the term UA GPA earned for each fall and spring term, 

once again first semester GPA was the strongest predictor with an R squared of .398. Adding the 

additional measures of priority usage barely improved the model to .402 (Ytermgpa = 1.05+ 
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.106*Communication + .258*Education + -.18*Engineering + .604*GPA + .172*Honors + 

.151*HumanEnvrSci + .003*Hours + -.201*Black + -.125*Sex + -.046*Stafford + -

.158*GrantedPriority + .295*UsedPriority). 

Yet again, notably, using priority was the second strongest predictor of the grade point 

average a given student received in a term, and was still significant even after accounting for 

academic ability. Using priority increases a student’s grade point average in a given term and 

decreased the predictive ability of the majority of the variables in the model, resulting in a 

standardized beta of .132 for using priority compared to .535 for first semester GPA. 
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Table 58 

 

UA Term GPA Linear Regression 

 

Model Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

Step 1 

R2 = 

0.398 

(Constant) 1.015 0.016   64.123 0.000 

Communication 0.109 0.012 0.038 8.758 0.000 

Education 0.257 0.014 0.078 17.903 0.000 

Engineering -0.173 0.013 -0.059 -13.278 0.000 

Fall 2008 GPA 0.616 0.005 0.546 119.346 0.000 

Honors Freshman 0.222 0.011 0.104 19.933 0.000 

Human Envr 

Sciences 

0.154 0.014 0.048 11.021 0.000 

Incoming Hours 0.004 0.001 0.034 6.653 0.000 

Race - Black -0.202 0.013 -0.069 -15.645 0.000 

Sex 0.132 0.008 0.073 16.113 0.000 

Stafford Recipient -0.047 0.01 -0.022 -4.971 0.000 

 

Step 2 

R2 = 

0.402 

(Constant) 1.050 0.016   65.922 0.000 

Communication 0.106 0.012 0.037 8.515 0.000 

Education 0.258 0.014 0.078 18.052 0.000 

Engineering -0.180 0.013 -0.061 -13.910 0.000 

Fall 2008 GPA 0.604 0.005 0.535 115.669 0.000 

Honors Freshman 0.172 0.013 0.080 13.430 0.000 

Human Envr 

Sciences 

0.151 0.014 0.047 10.895 0.000 

Incoming Hours 0.003 0.001 0.027 5.320 0.000 

Race - Black -0.201 0.013 -0.069 -15.629 0.000 

Sex 0.125 0.008 0.069 15.282 0.000 

Stafford Recipient -0.046 0.009 -0.021 -4.805 0.000 

Granted Priority -0.158 0.019 -0.076 -8.262 0.000 

Utilized Priority 0.295 0.020 0.132 14.698 0.000 

 

In conclusion, this chapter presented the data from the Banner Student Information 

System at UA for all first-time, full-time undergraduate students, examining the relationship 

between priority registration and five primary student success outcomes through both descriptive 
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statistics and regression analyses. Considering the macro-level research questions, the 

combination of the methodological approaches provide enough data to support the notion that 

priority registration does have a relationship with degree completion, time to degree, honors 

completion, credit hour production, and grade point averages. However, in examining details of 

the relationship with each of the five outcomes, the strength and direction of those relationships 

varies, particularly in light of the academic ability of the individual student. 
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CHAPTER V:  

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to explore the impact of priority registration policies and 

procedures on student success by examining longitudinal data of all incoming first-time, full-

time undergraduates enrolling at The University of Alabama (UA) in 2008 while accounting for 

academic achievement. Chapter V summarizes and interprets the results of the study discussed in 

Chapter IV, separated by each of the five primary research questions focusing on degree 

completion, time to degree, honors completion, credit hour production, and grade point averages. 

Afterwards, suggestions for future inquiry and practice are discussed to aid researchers and 

institutional decision makers in determining the impact of registration timing policies. 

As a foundation to understand the scope and interpret the results, the 34% of students 

who were granted access to the priority registration benefit at some point throughout their degree 

completion demonstrates the wide latitude to which the institution provided priority access. 

Overall, priority was utilized one out of every five times a student registered for courses, 

regardless of it being granted, over the entire time-period and four out of five times a student was 

given the benefit. As such, a significant contingent of students was granted access, and the vast 

majority of them utilized that benefit. If students did not perceive that registering during their 

priority window benefitted them, the percent of students who utilized that access would likely be 

much lower. The 31-percentage point discrepancy in the utilization percent of priority by high 

and low achievement groups suggests that lower-achieving students either fail to realize that the 

priority access provides them a benefit or potentially have other factors that contribute to their 
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inability to register early. In either regard, targeted communication to lower-achieving students 

who have been granted priority access, honors or not, has the potential to increase awareness and 

utilization. 

Degree Completion 

Is there a relationship between priority registration and degree completion? Independent 

of academic achievement, students who utilized priority registration were significantly more 

likely to graduate at both four and six-years. Specifically, students who utilized priority 

registration were over twice as likely to graduate in four years and were almost 30 percentage 

points more likely to graduate at six years. Similar differences were manifest in all achievement 

groups at both timeframes. The number of registration cycles that students utilized priority 

registration throughout their time in college also near perfectly correlated with the percentage of 

students graduating at both four and six years. Notably, the percent of students who graduated at 

six-years who utilized priority registration at least four times was 96%, with a minimum of 88% 

or higher for all achievement groups, compared to the overall average of 65%. Adding measures 

of priority usage significantly improved the variance accounted for by the six-year model and 

slightly improved the four-year model. At both timeframes, measures of priority usage among 

the strongest predictors of both four and six-year graduation, even after accounting for incoming 

academic ability, which was done by factoring in first-semester collegiate grade point averages, 

which demonstrated stronger connections to degree completion than incoming academic 

characteristics. 

In essence, the findings suggest that not only is there a relationship between priority 

registration and degree completion, but that relationship is rather strong and in a positive 

direction – students who utilized priority registration more demonstrated a higher likelihood of 
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graduating. The difference in the percent of students who graduated between students who did 

and did not utilize priority is sizeable. While the research approach does not attempt to answer 

the question of why there is a difference, the inference exists that students who have earlier 

access to class registration are more likely to be able to select the classes they need in a given 

term to facilitate completing all of the degree requirements. 

The correlation between the number of cycles students utilized priority registration and 

the percent of those students who graduated in four-years was stronger than at six-years, and the 

percentage difference in the percent of students who graduated at four years based on using 

priority registration was dramatically larger than at six years for all achievement groups. This 

difference suggests that priority has more of a targeted impact on four-year than six-year 

graduation, likely given that students who graduate in six years have more cycles in which to 

register, thereby decreasing the total impact of the priority access. However, measures of priority 

usage actually had a stronger influence on the variance accounted for in the regression model at 

six years compared to four years. This is likely due to the other predictor variables in the model 

accounting for more variance at four compared to six years, given measures of priority usage 

seemingly having a larger impact on six-year graduation assuming similar variables. 

Overall, priority registration increases the likelihood of an individual to complete a 

degree, and the likelihood increases with the number of times priority status is utilized.  

Time to Degree 

Is there a relationship between priority registration and degree completion? On average, 

students who utilized priority registration graduated earlier than those who did not by just under 

one full academic term. However, the relationship appears to be relatively small when 

accounting for academic ability, albeit stronger for high-achieving graduates, in that low and 
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middle-achieving students see little to no decreases in the number of semesters it took to 

complete a degree. The percent of registration cycles in which priority was utilized and the total 

number of utilized priority terms were however strong predictors of a student’s time to degree, 

far surpassing academic ability. 

Higher achieving students were more consistently likely to utilize priority registration, 

thereby increasing the impact. The total low-achieving graduates that actually utilized priority 

registration was only 159, with no more than 33 students in each segmented group of the  

number of times priority was utilized, so the sample size was relatively small. Additionally, a 

plausible rationale to explain the discrepancy extends from the notion that low-achieving 

students have more hurdles to overcome in order to graduate on-time, so the benefit of priority 

classes access could be moderated by those additional variables. For example, additionally, 

higher-achieving students are more likely to be aware of the requisite courses that are necessary 

to minimize the number of terms and credit hours necessary to complete a degree or they may 

have more resources to pay for more credit hours. As demonstrated, lower achieving students 

took fewer hours on average per term, even accounting for priority registration status, so those 

students may have been less likely to utilize the benefit in a way that decreased their total 

enrolled semesters. 

Overall, priority registration has the potential to decrease time to degree, but only if 

students have both the ability and desire to register for the necessary classes and hours to 

graduate quickly. However, it is important to note that by limiting the analysis to graduates, 

those who did not graduate may be the ones who were the most affected by priority on their 

timeliness toward degree completion, specifically causing them to be more likely to leave. 
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Honors Completion 

Is there a relationship between priority registration and honors program completion? 

Given that all honors students have access to priority registration, the differences in priority 

usage are mostly an artifact of students failing to utilize the priority given to them rather than not 

receiving access. With that in mind, the overall completion rate of six-year graduates who never 

utilized priority was 3.3% compared to 47.6%; however, there were only 30 graduates who 

enrolled in the Honors College who failed to ever utilize their priority status. Even so, there was 

a significantly positive relationship between honors completion and the number of utilized 

priority registration cycles for all middle and high-achieving students. The failure to find a 

significant relationship for low-achieving students was once again an artifact of a small 

population of students, partially given that retention standards remove lower-achieving students 

from Honors College enrollment. However, there remains a possibility that one additional 

contributing factor of higher completion is whether a givens student was enrolled in Honors 

College as of their first term, thereby increasing the number of potential priority cycles. 

 Notably, honors graduates on average utilized priority registration in two more semesters 

than those who did not complete the program, with similar differences in all achievement groups. 

Measures of priority usage also significantly enhanced the predictive model of honors 

completion, accounting for over 38% additional variance and becoming the strongest predictor of 

honors completion. Given the small size of honors courses, students who failed to utilize their 

priority were potentially less likely to find seats in enough required honors courses in order to 

receive the designation. Additionally, enrollment in nursing and engineering were also two of the 

strongest negative predictors in honors completion, likely due to their very constrained course 
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plans and prerequisites, thereby decreasing the student’s ability to register for the required 

honors sections. 

Overall, the findings suggest that honors completers are more likely to utilize priority 

registration. Within that framework, the more terms they utilize their priority the better chance 

they have of completing the honors requirements. 

Credit Hour Production 

Is there a relationship between priority registration and student credit hour production? 

Graduates who utilized priority registration on average completed one fewer credit hour at UA 

compared to those who did not; however, that difference was even greater for middle and higher 

achieving graduates but low-achieving graduates who utilized priority actually completed almost 

2 more credit hours. Low-achieving graduates did have a very small positive relationship 

between the number of cycles priority was utilized and UA credit hours, but that relationship did 

not extend to middle or high-achieving students. Priority measures did, however, increase the 

amount of variance explained in credit hour production by one-third and were the strongest 

predictors in the model alongside a measure of academic ability. The differences in findings are 

likely due to the middle and high-achieving students being more likely to transfer in credit hours 

through vehicles such as Advanced Placement credit, reducing the number of UA hours 

necessary to hit the 120 credit hour minimum. 

 On a term basis, students who utilized priority attempted 0.4 more credits hours per term 

and completed 1.6 more credit hours per term, meaning they had an almost nine-percentage point 

greater completion percentage of attempted hours per term. It is entirely plausible priority 

registration is what is responsible for low-achieving students completing 1.4 fewer hours per 

term, middle-achieving 0.6 hours, and high-achieving 0.8 hours. Moreover, those who utilized 
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priority earned at least 15 hours in a given term over 17 percentage points more often than those 

who did not utilized priority. Although priority measures were deemed to be some of the 

strongest predictors of earned and attempted hours, they only marginally improved the amount of 

variance accounted for. The difference in attempted hours potentially stems from an ability to 

select a more optimal schedule that facilitates additional hours being taken, and the difference in 

earned hours plausibly stems from the ability to select a schedule or section of given classes that 

matches the student’s needs for the term in order to successfully complete the coursework. 

In essence, priority likely has a strong positive relationship with institutional credit hour 

production, one that is very evident in examining term-based registration of attempted and 

earned hours. The minimal relationship with overall institutional hours at graduation is likely 

moderated by time, given the more semesters a student has to register for hours, the less the 

priority benefit matters in obtaining the requisite classes to graduate. Alternatively, although 

priority users take more hours in a given term, the total number of hours being fewer for middle 

and high-achieving students may be an artifact of these students actually taking less hours over 

time given they are able to register for only the courses they need, minimizing the number of 

elective credits taken. 

Grade Point Average 

Is there a relationship between priority registration and student grade point average? 

Not only did students who utilized priority registration have institutional grade point averages 

that were 0.69 higher than those who did not, but graduates had averages that were 0.43 higher. 

After accounting for academic achievement, low, middle, and high-achieving graduates that 

utilized priority still had 0.08, 0.18, and 0.27 higher grade point averages respectively. This trend 

was further evidenced by a strong positive correlation between the number of times a graduate 
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utilized priority registration and their final institutional grade point average, particularly for high-

achieving students. Given similar increases in grade point averages based on priority usage held 

true across academic colleges, a direct impact of priority is likely. 

A likely explanation is that priority potentially allows students to craft schedules that are 

most conducive to their success, resulting in higher grade point averages from utilizing their 

priority. This was particularly evidenced in the term-based data, with term grade point averages 

being 0.42, 0.29, and 0.30 higher for low, middle, and high-achieving students. This could 

manifest itself by selecting easier instructors, times of day that are more conducive to other 

schedules or study habits, balancing difficult courses across multiple semesters, or a host of 

similar registration-based explanations. Of note, low-achieving students seem to benefit from 

priority the most for a single term grade point average but the least overall at graduation for final 

grade point average. This plausibly relates to less consistency of utilizing priority status over 

multiple terms; yet, given the weaker although still significant positive connection to the number 

of utilized terms, there are likely other factors at play. 

While adding priority only slightly improved the amount of variance explained through 

regression, whether priority was utilized or how many times it was utilized were the strongest 

predictors of a student’s grade point average outside of the predictably strong connection 

between first semester grade point average and both term and final grade point averages. While 

priority does not account for a much larger portion of the variance, it maintains a strong 

connection to grade point averages. Overall, priority registration has a strong positive 

relationship with student grade point averages that applies to all students, and is even stronger on 

an individual term basis than collectively over time. 
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Situating the Findings 

Collectively the findings shed additional insight on multiple issues and existing research 

discussed in Chapter II related to the current knowledge on student success outcomes, 

particularly in relationship to the impact of priority registration timing. At the base level, 

examining the concept of priority extends the examples of priority registration policies and 

practices first discussed by Walters (1994) and recently questioned by Bahr et al. (2015). This 

study provided the largest single examination of priority usage at an institution by examining 

usage patterns and impact of over 1,550 students through the course of their academic career. 

Notably, the research answered Bahr et al.’s (2015) call for a better understanding of how many 

students actually utilize the priority registration status granted to them. Specifically, priority 

status was used in roughly 81% of individual registration cycles in which it was awarded, 

although that level varied significant by academic achievement with 58% for low-achieving 

students and as high as 89% for high-achievers. 

In the process of examining priority, the research provides a documented institution 

practice and environmental factor that has a significant impact on student success outcomes 

(Astin & Osequera, 2005; Hossler, 2005: Goenner & Snaith, 2003; Synco, 2012). Moreover, the 

connection between received and utilized priority registration status extends and supports the 

claim made by Gurantz (2015) that student’s individual registration behaviors have an important 

impact on their success; yet, it also indicates that the base priority policies and structures 

themselves have an impact as well, independent from a given student’s decision making. 

The findings also provide supplemental information to Gurantz (2015) findings that seats 

remained available late in the registration process and Kurleander et al.’s (2014) finding that 

course scarcity and registration behaviors did not impact the likelihood of an individual to 
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graduate. The study actually suggests by examining those concepts from a different perspective, 

utilizing registration cycle based data of priority usage, that registration access may have a larger 

impact than originally expected, with significant four- and six-year graduation differences in 

students who did and did not utilize priority registration. 

The research also aids in filling the call by Herzog (2006) that additional research was 

necessary in examining time to degree. The findings supplement Runyan’s (2012) dissertation by 

adding registration timing and priority as a predictor variable in determining how long a student 

takes to graduate. Moreover, it extends the findings of Knight (2004) and Volkwin and Lorang 

(1996) to suggest that institution characteristics and policies affect time to degree beyond the 

impact of student behaviors and characteristics. Notably, the findings document support for the 

concept discussed by Culliane and Lincove (2014) that by adopting priority registration as a 

mechanism to reduce time to degree for high achieving students, which it does, it coincides with 

fewer lower-achieving students being able to graduate, assuming they do not have priority 

benefits. Finally, this research took a different approach than Kurlaender et al. (2014) in 

analyzing the impact of course access on time to degree, finding that there is an inverse 

relationship, with greater priority being connected to shorter time to degree. 

The research also furthers Shuman’s (2004) call for additional research into honors 

education, particularly understanding the impact honors programs themselves have on outcomes, 

and aligns with the noted trend of new honors research coming from dissertations (Holman & 

Banning, 2012). Notably, the research confirmed the references of multiple sources holding that 

honors students are common users and beneficiaries of priority policies (Bahr et al., 2015; 

Gailinova, 2005, Hill, 2005). It replicated findings that honors students have higher academic 

outcomes, including grade point averages, test scores, and likelihood of graduating as well as 
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confirming they are less likely to be low-income or in a minority group (Astin, 1993; Long & 

Lange, 2002; Seifert, Pascarella, Colangelo, & Assouline, 2007; Runyan, 2012, Thayer, 2000).  

The study also reinforced the findings of Cosgrove (2004), Campbell (2006), and Slavin, 

Coladarci, and Pratt (2008) regarding relatively low completion rates of honors students in 

honors programs, while also extending the research to note that usage of priority registration has 

a significant impact on honors completion. Moreover, the methods aligned with the recent 

movement by Slavin et al. (2008), Keller and Lacy (2013), Goodstein and Szarek (2013), and 

Furtwengler (2015) to account for academic achievement in analysis of honors outcomes. 

Finally, the research also provides support for arguments made that providing resources and 

benefits like priority registration to high-achieving honors students may decrease opportunities 

for individuals with greater need (Campbell, 2005; Mullins, 2005; Pehlke, 2003). 

In reference to credit hour production, the study findings extend the factors noted by 

Jones (2001) as contributing to the number of completed credit hours in a given term. Priority 

registration access has value as a variable that increases the number of hours taken and 

particularly hours completed in a given term. Accordingly, the results also contribute to the 

research done by Complete College America (2013) and Attewell and Monaghan (2016) on the 

notion of fifteen credit hours per semester being necessary to bolster completion by noting that 

students who have first access to courses are more likely to attempt and earn that number of 

hours each term. Moreover, the research bolsters the concept that institutional policies and 

process have a defined impact on credit hour production. 

Finally, the research extends the notion that using first-semester collegiate grade point 

average is a strong predictor of academic outcomes as compared to high-school grade point 

average and incoming academic ability via test scores. Most relatively however, the findings 
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suggest that researches who aim to predict college grade point average should consider using a 

measure of registration timing access in their models to improve the amount of explained 

variance (DeBerard, Spielmans, & Julka, 2004; Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2008). 

Implications for Future Inquiry 

Given the exploratory nature of this study, possibilities of lines for further research 

emerged that could provide additional contextual information and enhance the understanding of 

the specific level of causation and impact of priority registration timing structures. Particularly, 

while this study suggests that there is a relationship between multiple markers of student success 

and the usage of priority registration timing, it did not begin to answer the questions of how and 

why those connections exist, nor did it begin to explore the variables that may moderate or relate 

to priority registration outside of academic ability. Particularly, does priority benefit some groups 

of students, non-academically speaking, more than others, such as part-timers, distance –

learning, transfers, working students, etc? The study also exists as a single examination of one 

institution, thereby replication across other institutions is essential to determine if UA exists as 

an outlier in the impact of priority timing. Particularly, extension with institutions that utilize a 

combination of tiered and priority registration would be ideal. This study only begun to crack the 

lid to Kurlaender et al.’s (2014) “black box” of institutional practices and policies that influence 

student success but provides insight for those who wish to open it further (p. 35). 

For future inquiries, the development of a standardized best definition or measure of 

priority usage would be ideal, particularly in light of the relative multicollinearity of the various 

measures of priority usage. For example, should researchers focus examinations on the number 

of terms priority was utilized, the percent of enrolled terms it was utilized, or whether it was ever 

utilized, or should they focus on developing a measure of priority impact that combines multiple 
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other variables together? Assuming multiple measures are utilized, a careful examination of the 

relationship, for example the percent of enrolled terms in which priority was utilized versus the 

sheer volume of terms utilized, is warranted for all types of students, particularly in light of 

differences in the direction of beta weights in preliminary regression analyses that included both 

variables rather than considering them as one. Additionally, due to the differences in how 

institutions open student access, a universal operational definition for what constitutes failure to 

utilize priority will be essential to compare differences across institutions. These are important 

questions for future analyses of priority registration impact to account for in order to standardize, 

as much as possible given institution differences, examinations across institutions. In these 

replications, and in line with the call from Bahr et al. (2015), it would be valuable to consider if 

priority is utilized at the same degree across other institutions, and to determine if priority has the 

same influence depending on the percentage of the student body that has access to utilize the 

benefit. Future examinations should also continue to consider who is given priority has an 

influence on the impact, which is why accounting for academic achievement is important. 

One significant weakness of this study is that while a level of course impaction, a high 

ratio of demand to available seats, is anecdotally present due to the documented enrollment 

growth, there is no specific measure of course impaction utilized, which would provide 

significant benefit to understand the relationship between priority and available classes. In line 

with Gurantz’s (2015) findings, similar research looking at registration timing impact needs to be 

balanced by research looking at the availability of given courses throughout the registration 

process. Including at least a college level, if not a departmental or major level, in the evaluation 

of impaction and priority usage would priority additional necessary insight given that registration 

norms and practices likely vary across academic units, such as manual departmental course 
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controls and releases. Further exploring the difference in earlier terms compared to later terms 

relative to credit hour production may account for some of the found variance. Specifically, how 

does the temporal component of a student utilizing priority in freshmen and sophomore years, 

while class sizes are larger and competition for seats is greater, versus in junior and senior years. 

where classes sizes decrease alongside smaller numbers of students vying for a given section, 

impact the effect? For example, the benefit of priority could be more heavily weighted if students 

take more hours in freshmen and sophomore years when they have more options for completing 

courses. Further on the temporal component, the concept of time to degree was examined in 

aggregate, rather than looking at how many students finished earlier as an artifact of utilizing 

priority. By extending the time to degree examination to include a survival analysis would 

provide a more granular inquiry and could even be combined with more nuanced measures of 

graduation efficiency rather than solely elapsed terms. 

Aligning with Bahr et al.’s (2015) call to understand how many students utilize priority, 

new examinations that explore registration behaviors and attempt to develop a measure of 

registration proactivity for individual students to see how much that moderates the impact of 

priority could prove beneficial. For example, if a student without priority was very diligent in 

continually checking and successfully registered for classes over an extended period of time 

versus if a student just took what was available as of their registration slot could have a 

significant interaction with the impact of priority. At the same time, that measure of registration 

proactivity could be utilized to identify students who are not engaged with the institution and are 

more likely to withdraw due to not understanding or feeling comfortable with the academic and 

registration structures. One approach to examine this would be to combine similar priority 

analyses with full term courses registration behavior data to provide a more holistic look at 
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movement in the registration patterns of students who register utilizing priority versus those that 

do not after their first full class slate. This would aid in accounting for another weakness of this 

study in that the first registration attempt constituted utilizing priority, whereas a student may 

have only registered for a single course, and/or a student may have still benefitted from utilizing 

priority although they registered after the operationalized window of utilizing priority before any 

non-priority students registered. This exists as an important consideration for future researchers, 

to be able to effectively comb through the immense registration data associated with student 

decision making to isolate the singularly important events, potentially assisted by artificially 

creating census points to provide a foundation to examine registration data changes over time. 

 Additionally, from a methodological perspective, given that this research did not attempt 

to build a true predictive regression model that included measures of priority timing, rather 

regression methods were included to see if an additive impact of priority existed, the 

construction and validation of regression models that incorporate the number of times a student 

utilized priority and the percent of enrolled terms a given student utilizes priority would add 

significant value (Gillmore & Hoffman, 1997; Goenner & Snaith, 2003; DeBerard, Spielman, & 

Julka, 2004; Hall, Smith, & Chia, 2008; Synco, 2012). This approach would be particularly 

valuable by segmenting a given cohort population of longitudinal data and then utilizing the 

model to cross validate against itself. This approach would aid in deciphering how priority usage 

interacts with and to what degree priority usage co-varies with other predictor variables. 

 Extending the research utilizing qualitative methods is also recommended to aid in 

addressing student perceptions of the benefits and detriments of priority structures, particularly 

given the absolutely dearth of qualitative studies addressing the concept. This approach would 

provide significant contextual information as well as potential avenues to then follow up with 
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more controlled quantitative methods. For example, does access to registration earlier change the 

decision making process for students in regard to specific instructors or times classes are taken? 

If students with initial access are more likely to build a schedule that involves morning or 

evening classes or classes during a specific portion of the day, does that contribute to their ability 

to be successful in their overall schedule? How do students understand their value to the 

institution as an artifact of being award priority status? 

Not only would a qualitative approach provide ever further insight into the appropriate 

questions to ask and follow-up with from a statistical angle, it would likely begin to answer the 

lingering how questions – i.e. how does priority access increase the percent of students who 

graduate and lessen time to degree for high-achieving graduates? Additionally, focus groups, 

survey instruments, and individual interviews would likely be able to uncover how students 

perceive priority structures have benefitted or negatively impacted them at each phase of their 

academic career. At this more micro level, if the lived experiences of students are that honors 

and other priority students are consistently filling up classes that other students need to graduate, 

then those findings will help aid in determining if there are isolated adjustments that can be made 

to alleviate that negative impact versus the need for an entire overhaul of a given registration 

timing structure. 

Finally, in light of the findings, and to aid future inquiries, the National Collegiate 

Honors Council could commission a study examining the differences in scope, scale, and format 

of priority registration timing structures across member institutions to then craft a multiple 

institution study examining the impact. This would then exist as the empirical basis to either 

retain or remove priority registration status as a basic tenant of honors programs and colleges, 

which would be balanced against the existing forces of honors students expectations of 
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preferential treatment, the extensive number of benefits already granted, and the desire to utilize 

priority as a recruitment tool (Galinova, 2005; Hill, 2005; Long, 2002). 

Implications for Practice 

This research was driven on the basis of answering the call by Tompkins and Williams 

(2015) that institutions should continue to “investigate and selectively modify…registration 

policies…and procedures that have the potential to improve the academic achievement” by 

specifically analyzing priority registration timing (p.71). At a base level, the most important 

finding in relation to institutions modifying registration policies that priority registration can be a 

significant advantage in terms of student success, in multiple different ways, even if it does not 

benefit all groups of students on all measures of student success. As such, in considering the 

connection to institutional decision making, above all, the single most important implication is 

that institutions need to examine the timing of student access to their course registration system, 

ask targeted questions of why their given structure was put in place, and analyze data on the 

degree of impact of that structure on their students. Ultimately, these findings warrant 

institutional conversations regarding whether the benefit of employing the priority structure 

warrants the relative negative outcomes of the students who are not given the advantage. 

In terms of potential adjustments to existing registration structures at an institutional 

level, and to provide important contextual information surrounding this research, the specific 

changes that occurred at UA are discussed. Multiple questions arose during this research study 

concerning the existing priority registration structure. Concerns were expressed about 1) the lack 

of an articulated policy and rationale for why specific individuals were given priority; 2) certain 

students did not currently receive the benefit who had a logical rationale for their inclusion; 3) 

the reality that a significant number of underclassmen were registering before upperclassmen; 
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and 4) the total number of students who were being awarded priority. As an artifact of those 

conversations, a proposal was developed and put forth to alter the priority structure, specifically 

“designed to stress fairness, especially for those students with limited access to specialized 

classes or courses needed for graduation” (UA, 2016, para. 2). The new policy was approved 

internally and announced to students on October 3rd, 2016 effective for the spring 2017 

registration cycle. 

The new policy rationale is primarily based on total earned hours and considers priority 

registration to be a “substantial benefit” that warrants “equally substantial…[student] needs” for 

inclusion. Priority now defines three categories for inclusion: students registered with 

disabilities, students participating in a cooperative education program, and student-athletes in 

NCAA sports (UA Registrar, 2016, para 3). With the change, Honors College students no longer 

register ahead of all other students; however, the policy still stipulates that honors students have 

the ability to register ahead of non-honors students in the same classification (senior, junior, etc.) 

status. In essence, the institution’s new policy utilized a hybrid priority and tiered registration 

concept discussed in Chapter III; however, the policy still notably does not provide a rationale 

for why honors students warrant the likely lessened benefit. This modified structure put in place 

by UA of providing honors students registration ahead of others in their same classification, 

which is already in use at multiple other institutions, should be examined utilizing similar 

methodology to this study. Doing so at an institution that has had the structure in place for a 

longer period of time will aid in determining if the influence is smaller than found in this 

research study, but the logical extension of this data would suggest the benefits and related 

detriments would decrease. 



176 

 

 Beyond the example adjustments made by UA, this research provides some guidance for 

institutions independent of their specific structure. Given priority does generate a benefit, 

consideration of other populations that could derive maximal benefit from the structure should be 

considered. For example, students that hold full or part-time jobs likely would benefit from the 

structure from a timing perspective more so than a full-time student due to decreased flexibility 

in setting a schedule, similar to the logic currently applied to NCAA athletes at many 

institutions. Beyond those examples, however, if an institution’s primary focus is to raise 

graduation rates and lower time to degree, providing the priority benefit to the least advantaged 

students would be beneficial. While this study did not directly evaluate what would happen to the 

higher achieving students as an artifact of such a change, even if small decreases are noted, the 

potential increases of a large segment of lower-achieving students would likely break even and 

benefit the institution as a whole. 

Imagine priority registration as a structure that is conditionally given to students who are 

underachieving on a semester basis – those who are at the highest chance of dropping out, to 

empower them to make the best course choices with the fewest constraints, before implementing 

normal tiered registration structures. This could alternatively be done in using a tiered format, in 

which these students just register ahead of their similar classifications for a pilot. Admittedly 

there may be some stereotype threat to these students by being labeled as underperforming, but 

effective communication could alleviate those concerns (Steele, 2009). This concept could be 

started through targeted, isolated experiments of giving a cohort of students with historically 

lower likelihood of graduation and student success, such as Pell recipients, first generation 

college students, etc., priority status (Engle & O'Brien, 2007). This action would serve as a 
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viable avenue for both research and practice to demonstrate the measurable increase those 

students who receive from the benefit.  

As previously mentioned, institutions that offer priority at an absolute minimum should 

promote awareness among their low-achieving students of priority status and how that has the 

opportunity to advantage them. Given the finding that low-achieving priority students utilize the 

benefit at lower rates, targeted interventions to bolster usage of priority status and working on a 

communication plan with advisors and students could be beneficial. Specifically, given it is 

known that traditional student support and communication patterns do not necessarily have the 

same degree of efficacy for this population, utilizing novel approaches like adjusting registration 

timing may be one of many keys to unlocking improved outcomes (Tinto, 2006). However, this 

must be done recognizing their reality, many of which may not have reliable access to computers 

or the internet to register on time and/or have to be at work while the registration system opens. 

The impact of granting those students priority registration may have a similar positive impact as 

providing them a cohort model that holds access to given courses that has been shown to have 

success in improving outcomes (Thayer, 2000). 

Another practical recommendation for decision makes is to establish a mechanism for 

registration data feedback, with students telling an institution why they did and did not register 

for any given section. This would address some of the concerns in the methods used by 

Kurlaender et al. (2014) and Galinova (2015) by increasing the amount of information available 

to understand the student side of the decision making process. For example, the number of times 

a given student noted that they failed to register for a course because it was full combined with 

why a given section was selected (requirement, elective, instructor, timing, delivery method, etc.) 

could serve as a treasure trove of information for administrators. The standard existing waitlist 
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process that is in place at most institutions is significantly flawed in regards to providing this 

level of data given that many students elect not to register for a waitlist they see is large relative 

to the section size. They realize there is no chance for them to get in. Rather if they felt like their 

voice would be heard to open a new section as a normative part of the registration process, the 

accuracy of the data would improve. Specifically, this would likely provide an even better 

mechanism to gauge Kurlaender et al.’s (2014) concept of scarcity, rather than focusing solely on 

failed attempts. Overall, this feedback loop would aid in understanding student decision making 

patterns based on instructors, days, and times, while also providing additional insight into 

demand and impact of registration timing. This would also account any departmental level seat 

control issues, given it would be dynamic overtime as students made changes to their schedules. 

Albeit not necessarily feasible at many institutions due to financial constraints, one way 

to be able to mitigate the impact of using priority registration as a recruiting tool to benefit 

students that maximize an institution’s prestige is rather simple – increase the number of sections 

and seats available to all students. By decreasing levels of impaction during usage of priority, the 

core benefit of timing, obtaining a given limited seat, is decreased which likely reduces the 

overall impact. Future research could even move to the point of including a level of course 

impaction across institutions with various registration timing structures in a model to help 

determine to what degree context matters. 

However, while registration structures have commonalities across institutions, additional 

factors that impact registration processes are unique to each and every institution. From culture 

and norms of registration behaviors to procedural controls and overall course availability, 

contextualizing the data is of pivotal importance to enact targeted interventions. As institutions 
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examine their individual structures, this and previous research aids in guiding administrators 

with factors they should be considering when making changes. 

 A primary practical suggestion for institutions is to actually bolster their own 

institutional research, beyond future recommend analyses by researchers, to understand 

institution-specific issues. For example, institutions could combine a measure of course 

impaction and demand for key graduation requirement courses as examined by Gurantz (2015) to 

identify specific course instances in which priority matters most. In essence, the cumulative 

impact of priority may manifest through access to key gateway or bottleneck courses, so if an 

institution can identify those specific courses that commonly have large waitlists but are also 

essential for future coursework or commonly filled lynchpin graduation requirements, the impact 

of priority could be examined on a much more micro level. Moreover, institutions could utilize 

the methods of Kurlaender et al. (2014) to help identify courses that have a significant number of 

failed registration attempts. From there, they could evaluate the possibility of excluding or 

limiting availability of those courses during a priority window to enhance equity in course access 

for these lynchpin-type courses. Institutions that are undergoing fiscal struggles due to decreased 

state appropriations and rising personnel costs that have higher levels of impaction would likely 

benefit the most from this type of examination and potential remedy (Bound & Turner, 2007; 

Phillipe & Millin, 2011). 

Additionally, many institutions have started utilizing course planning features in degree 

audit tools to not only help students determine their course pathway to graduation but so the 

institution can project demand for given courses over time. An interesting analysis could 

examine the percent of planned courses that were registered for in a given term as a function of a 

student’s place in the registration timetable. This would automatically account for differences in 
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academic colleges and student degree progression to aid institutions in understanding the impact 

of access to the registration system. Predictive analytics firms that are focusing on postsecondary 

education could likely also start utilizing the existing datasets to control for the impact of priority 

in their models. 

Overall, practical lessons for administrators that are not based on their institution specific 

data need to be considered with immense care; however, the data from this research indicate 

potential paths forward depending on an institution’s mission and goals. Institutions clearly need 

to determine who should have priority and why, while determining their individual approach to 

lessening the related negative impacts to those without the benefit. No matter what a given 

institution chooses to do, the conversations regarding priority registration will serve as an 

institutional value determination so that institution can come to terms with what their structure 

says about their student success priorities.  

Closing Thoughts 

The study aimed to determine if priority registration offers any benefits to those who 

utilize the policy while exploring if any detrimental effects occur for those without priority 

course registration access. While no direct causation was explored, a substantial impact of 

priority registration was found, with students who utilized the structure having multiple 

outcomes that were more desirable than students who did not have access or failed to utilize their 

benefit, independent of initial academic ability. The results suggest that priority registration, in 

and of itself, generates sizeable differences in the likelihood of graduating, likelihood of 

completing honors requirements, how long it takes to complete a degree, the number of credit 

hours attempted and earned in a given term, and grade point averages for students. At the core, 

this research supports the notion that registration priority is an equity issue. Given a finite 
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number of classes, the relatively zero-sum nature of seat competition results in individuals who 

win and lose based on utilizing priority registration. Right now, the vast majority of 

implementations utilize this now known benefit to advantage those who are already privileged in 

multiple ways. As such, altering registration timing structures exist as tremendous opportunity 

for institutions, arguably even more so for honors programs. 

This researcher challenges institutional administrators to actively consider and explore 

the impact of their priority registration timing structures on their overall student success 

outcomes. After institution-specific analyses, institutions need to decide if their registration 

structure exists primarily as a recruiting tool to perpetuate privilege or as a mechanism to 

promote student success and achievement among all of their students. The public perception of 

emphasizing need over merit in the current sociopolitical climate is a gamble, but institutions 

need to determine if the recruiting boost from marketing priority registration to high-achieving 

students outweighs both the moral implications and significant financial and prestige benefits of 

increases in overall retention and completion. 

If the former, institutions could even double down on existing structures and give the 

access to students similar to merit-based scholarships, potentially with an incentive structure 

driven by academic outcomes like grade point average; however, if the later, restructure existing 

priority systems to provide the benefit to the students who are least likely to succeed and who 

need an advantage in order to begin to level the playing field and thrive on larger scale. 

Recognizing the realities of balancing those priorities being essential to compete in a market-

based, prestige-maximizing higher education landscape, implementing a hybrid model, likely 

using a combination of tiered and priority structures, exists as a viable compromise. In any case, 
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institutions should explicitly state the underpinnings of the decision to implement the structure, 

making it clear to all stakeholders why the select few receive the priority benefit. 

 

  



183 

 

 

 

 

REFERENCES 

Abedi, J., & Benkin, E. (1987). The effects of students' academic, financial, and demographic  

 variables on time to the doctorate. Research in Higher Education, 27(1), 3-14. 

 

Achterberg, C. (2005). What is an honors student? Journal of the National Collegiate Honors 

 Council, 6(1). 75-83. 

 

Adelman, C. (1999). Answers in the tool box: Academic intensity, attendance patterns, and 

bachelor's degree attainment. US Department of Education. Washington, DC: Office of 

Educational Research and Improvement. 

 

Adelman, C. (2006). The toolbox revisited: Paths to degree completion from high school through 

college. US Department of Education. Washington, DC: Office of Vocation and Adult 

Education. 

 

Aina, C., Baici, E., & Casalone, G. (2011). Time to degree: students' abilities, university 

characteristics or something else? Evidence from Italy. Education Economics, 19(3), 311-

325. 

 

Aina, C., & Pastore, F. (2012). Delayed graduation and overeducation: a test of the human 

capital model versus the screening hypothesis. 

 

Albaili, M. A. (1997). Differences among low‐, average‐and high‐achieving college students on 

learning and study strategies. Educational Psychology,17(1-2), 171-177. 

 

Anderson, N. (2015, September). U. of Alabama is fastest-growing flagship; others are standing 

still. The Washington Post. Retrieved from https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/grade-

point/wp/2015/09/25/u-of-alabama-is-fastest-growing-flagship-many-others-are-

standing-still/ 

 

Astin, A. W. (1993). What matters in college?: Four critical years revisited (1st ed.). San 

Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

 

Astin, A. W. (1997). How “good” is your institution’s retention rate? Research in Higher  

 Education, 38(6), 647-658. 

 

Astin, A. W., & Oseguera, L. (2005). Pre-college and institutional influences on degree  

attainment. In A. Seidman (Ed.), College Student Retention: Formula for Student 

Success, 245-276. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield. 

 

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/grade-point/wp/2015/09/25/u-of-alabama-is-fastest-growing-flagship-many-others-are-standing-still/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/grade-point/wp/2015/09/25/u-of-alabama-is-fastest-growing-flagship-many-others-are-standing-still/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/grade-point/wp/2015/09/25/u-of-alabama-is-fastest-growing-flagship-many-others-are-standing-still/


184 

 

Attewell, P., & Monaghan, D. (2016). How Many Credits Should an Undergraduate Take?.  

 Research in Higher Education, 1-32. 

 

Attewell, P., Heil, S., & Reisel, L. (2012). What is academic momentum? And does it matter?.  

 Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 34(1), 27-44. 

 

Babad, E., Icekson, T., & Yelinek, Y. (2008). Antecedents and correlates of course cancellation  

 in a university “drop and add” period. Research in Higher Education, 49(4), 293-316. 

 

Baker, D., Reardon, S. & Riordan, K. (November, 2000). Creating the upper track in American  

higher education: An organizational ecology of the rise and spread of honors education. 

Paper presented at the annual meeting of the Association for the Study of Higher 

Education, Sacramento, CA. 

 

Bahr, P., Gross, J., Slay, K., & Christensen, R. (2015). First in line: Student registration  

 priority in community colleges. Educational Policy, 29(2), 342-374. 

 

Baldridge, V., Curtis, D., Ecker, G., & Riley, G. (1974). Alternative models of governance in 

higher education. Report issued by Stanford University, College of Education. Retrieved 

from http://www.eric.ed.gov/PDFS/ED109937.pdf 

 

Barnes, B., & Harris, M. S. (2010). Privatization influences and strategic enrollment 

 management decisions in public research universities. College And University, 85(4), 2-9. 

 

Bean, J. P. (1980). Dropouts and turnover: The synthesis and test of a causal model of student  

  attrition. Research in Higher Education, 12(2), 155-187. 

 

Beck, E. (2003). It’s an honor. Community College Week, 15, 4–6. 

 

Bensimon, E. M. (2007). The underestimated significance of practitioner knowledge in the  

 scholarship on student success. The Review of Higher Education, 30(4), 441-469. 

 

Berger, J. B. (2000). Organizational behavior at colleges and student outcomes: A new 

 perspective on college impact. The Review of Higher Education, 23, 177-198. 

 

Berger, J. B., & Braxton, J. M. (1998). Revising Tinto’s internationalist theory of student 

 departure through theory elaboration: Examining the role of organizational attributes 

 in the persistence process. Research in Higher Education, 39, 103-119. 

 

Bettinger, E. (2004). How financial aid affects persistence. In College choices: The economics of  

where to go, when to go, and how to pay for it (pp. 207-238). University of Chicago 

Press. 

 

Blecher, L. (2006). Persistence toward bachelor degree completion of students in family and  

 consumer sciences. College Student Journal, 40(3), 469. 

 

http://www.eric.ed.gov/PDFS/ED109937.pdf


185 

 

Bohnlein, I. B. (2008). Honoring our promise: Honors college practice and the student  

 experience (Order No. 3338397). 

 

Bound, J., Lovenheim, M. F., & Turner, S. E. (2010). Why have college completion rates 

 declined? An analysis of changing student preparation and collegiate resources. American 

Economic Journal: Applied Economics, 2(3), 129–157. 

 

Bound, J., & Turner, S. (2007). Cohort crowding: How resources affect collegiate attainment. 

 Journal of Public Economics, 91, 877–899. 

 

Bowen, W. G., Chingos, M. M., & McPherson, M. S. (2009). Crossing the finish line:  

 Completing college at America's public universities. Princeton University Press. 

 

Bowling Green State University. (2016). Priority registration. Retrieved from: 

 https://www.bgsu.edu/disability-services/students/priority-registration.html 

 

Braxton, J. M. (Ed.). (2000). Reworking the departure puzzle. Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt 

University Press. 

 

Braxton, J.M. (2003). Student success.  In S. Komives & D. Woodard, Jr. (Eds.), Student 

services: A handbook for the profession (pp. 317-335). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

 

Braxton, J. M., Hirschy, A. S., & McClendon, S. A. (2011). Understanding and reducing college 

student departure. ASHE-ERIC Higher Education Report 30(3). Hoboken, NJ: John 

Wiley & Sons. 

 

Braxton, J. M., & Mundy, M. E. (2001). Powerful institutional levers to reduce college student 

 departure. The Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory and Practice, 3,  

 91-118. 

 

Bresciani, M. J., Gardner, M. M., & Hickmott, J. (2012). Demonstrating student success: A  

practical guide to outcomes-based assessment of learning and development in student 

affairs. Herndon, VA: Stylus Publishing, LLC. 

 

Brown, M. (2014, September) Out-of-state students outnumber Alabama residents at the  

University of Alabama. AL.com. Retrieved from http://www.al.com/news/birmingham 

/index.ssf/2014/09/fewer_alabama_residents_attend.html 

 

Bryant, D., Danley, J., Fleming, S., & Somer, P. (1996). ‘‘The dog ate it’’ and other reasons 

 why students delay registration. College and University, 71(4), 2–8. 

 

Butcher, K. F., McEwan, P. J., & Weerapana, A. (2014). The effects of an anti-grade-inflation  

 policy at Wellesley College. The Journal of Economic Perspectives, 28(3), 189-204. 

 

 

 

https://www.bgsu.edu/disability-services/students/priority-registration.html
http://www.al.com/news/birmingham/index.ssf/2014/09/fewer_alabama_residents_attend.htmlalabama_residents_attend.html
http://www.al.com/news/birmingham/index.ssf/2014/09/fewer_alabama_residents_attend.htmlalabama_residents_attend.html


186 

 

Calcagno, J. C., Bailey, T., Jenkins, D., Kienzl, G., & Leinbach, T. (2008).  

Community college student success: What institutional characteristics make a 

difference?. Economics of Education review, 27(6), 632-645. 

 

Campbell, K. (2005). Allocation of resources: Should honors programs take priority?

 Journal of The National Collegiate Honors Council, 95-103. 

 

Campbell, K. C. (2006). An examination of student completion in a collegiate honors program.  

  (Order No. 3211660, Oklahoma State University). ProQuest Dissertations and Theses. 

 

Campbell, K., & Fuqua, D. R. (2008). Factors predictive of student completion in a collegiate  

honors program. Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 

10(2), 129-153. 

 

Carroll, C. D. (1989). College persistence and degree attainment for 1980 high school  

 graduates: Hazards for transfers, stopouts, and part-timers. Survey Report. 

 

Chatterjee, S., & Hadi, A. S. (2015). Regression analysis by example. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley  

 & Sons. 

 

Cohen, J., Cohen, P., West, S. G., & Aiken, L. S. (2003). Applied multiple regression/correlation  

analysis for the behavioral sciences (3rd ed.). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 

Associates Publishers. 

 

Complete College America (2013). The power of 15 credits: Enrollment intensity and 

postsecondary student achievement. Retrieved from: http://www.completecollege.org/  

 

Cosgrove, J. R. (2004). The impact of honors programs on undergraduate academic performance, 

retention, and graduation. Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council, 45-53.  

 

Cossentino, A. L. (2007). Understanding the experiences, satisfaction and performance of  

honors students: A multisite case study at public higher education institutions. (Ph.D., 

The University of Nebraska - Lincoln). ProQuest Dissertations and Theses. 

 

Cornille, K. T. (2009). The impact of late registration on academic success and persistence of  

students at a community and technical college. (Order No. 3419827, Edgewood College). 

ProQuest Dissertations and Theses. 

 

Coursol, D. H., & Wagner, E. E. (1986). Prediction of academic success in a university honors  

 program. Psychological Reports, 58, 139-142. 

 

Creswell, J. W. (2013). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods  

 approaches (4th ed.). New York, NY: Sage Publications. 

 

 

 

http://www.completecollege.org/docs/CCA%20Intensity%20Brief-April3.pdf


187 

 

Cullinane, J., & Lincove, J. A. (2014). The Effects of Institutional Inputs on Time to Degree.  

Paper presented at the Annual Association of Education Finance and Policy Conference. 

San Antonio, TX. 

 

DeBerard, M. S., Spielmans, G., & Julka, D. (2004). Predictors of academic achievement and  

retention among college freshmen: A longitudinal study. College Student Journal, 38(1), 

66-80. 

 

Dennis, J. M., Phinney, J. S., & Chuateco, L. I. (2005). The role of motivation, parental support,  

and peer support in the academic success of ethnic minority first-generation college 

students. Journal of College Student Development, 46(3), 223-236.  

 

DesJardins, S. L., Ahlburg, D. A., & McCall, B. P. (2002). A temporal investigation of factors  

  related to timely degree completion. The Journal of Higher Education, 73(5), 555-581. 

 

DesJardins, S. L., McCall, B. P., Ahlburg, D. A., & Moye, M. J. (2002). Adding a timing light to 

  the “tool box.” Research in Higher Education, 43(1), 83-114. 

 

Digby, J. (2005). Peterson’s honors programs and colleges: The official guide of the National  

 Collegiate Honors Council (4th ed.). Princeton, NJ: Peterson’s. 

 

Drape, J. (2015, November). Alabama is rolling in cash, with tide lifting all boats. The New York  

Times. Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/07/sports/ncaafootball/alabama-

crimson-tide-football-marketing.html?_r=0 

 

Engle, J., & O'Brien, C. (2007). Demography is not destiny: Increasing the graduation rates of  

low-income college students at large public universities. Pell Institute for the Study of 

Opportunity in Higher Education. 

 

Enoch, E. (2016, June). University of Alabama unveils a statue honoring Chancellor Robert Witt.  

The Tuscaloosa News. Retrieved from 

http://www.tuscaloosanews.com/article/20160615/NEWS/160619778 

 

Evans, N. J., Forney, D. S., Guido, F. M., Patton, L. D., & Renn, K. A. (2009). Student  

development in college: Theory, research, and practice. Hoboken, NJ John Wiley & 

Sons. 

 

Fain, P (2016, January). Pushing on pell. Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved from  

 https://www.insidehighered.com/ 

 

Floyd, D. L., & Holloway, A. (2006). Prioritizing service to the academically talented: The  

  honors college. New Directions for Community Colleges, (136), 43-52. 

 

Ford, G. G., Stahl, K. J., Walker, M. E., & Ford, A. M. (2008). Better late than never? The  

  relation of registration date to class performance. College Student Journal, 42(2), 402. 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/07/sports/ncaafootball/alabama-crimson-tide-football-marketing.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/07/sports/ncaafootball/alabama-crimson-tide-football-marketing.html?_r=0
http://www.tuscaloosanews.com/article/20160615/NEWS/160619778
https://www.insidehighered.com/


188 

 

Furtwengler, S. R. (2015). Effects of participation in a post-secondary honors program with  

covariate adjustment using propensity score. Journal of Advanced Academics, 26(4), 274-

293. 

 

Galinova, E. V. (2005). The construction of meritocracy within mass higher education:  

Organizational dynamics of honors programs at American colleges and universities. 

(Order No. 3173790, The Pennsylvania State University). ProQuest Dissertations and 

Theses.  

 

Gansemer-Topf, A. M., & Schuh, J. H. (2006). Institutional selectivity and institutional  

expenditures: Examining organizational factors that contribute to retention and 

graduation. Research in Higher Education, 47(6), 613-642. 

 

Garcia, P. (1994). Graduation and time to degree: A research note from the California State 

University. In Thirty–Fourth Annual Forum of the Association for Institutional Research. 

New Orleans, LA. 

 

Geiser, S., & Santelices, M. V. (2007). Validity of high-school grades in predicting student  

success beyond the freshman year: High-school record vs. standardized tests as indicators 

of four-year college outcomes. Research & Occasional Paper Series: CSHE. 6.07. Center 

for Studies in Higher Education. 

 

Georgia State University. (2016). Registration. Retrieved from  

 http://honors.gsu.edu/registration/ 

 

Gillmore, G. M., & Hoffman, P. H. (1997). The graduation efficiency index: Validity and use as  

 an accountability and research measure. Research in Higher Education, 38(6), 677-697. 

 

Goenner, C. F., & Snaith, S. M. (2003). Predicting graduation rates: An analysis of student and  

institutional factors at doctoral universities. Journal of College Student Retention, 5(4), 

409-420. 

 

Goldrick-Rab, S. (2010). Challenges and opportunities for improving community college 

  student success. Review of Educational Research, 80(3), 437–469. 

 

Goodstein, L. (2013). Program excellence versus program growth: Must these goals  

  conflict? Honors in Practice, 9, 173-189. 

 

Goodstein, L. & Szarek, P. (2013). They come but do they finish? Program completion for  

honors students at a major public university, 1998-2010. Journal of the National 

Collegiate Honors Council, 14(2), 85-104. 

 

Gurantz, O. (2015). Who loses out?: Registration order, course availability and student behaviors 

in community college. The Journal of Higher Education, 86(4), 524-563. 

 

http://honors.gsu.edu/registration/


189 

 

Hagedorn, L. S., Cabrera, A., & Prather, G. (2010). The community college transfer calculator: 

Identifying the course-taking patterns that predict transfer. Journal of College Student 

Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 12(1), 105-130. 

 

Hale, J. M., & Bray, N. J. (2011). The impact of registration timing on student 

performance. Community College Journal of Research and Practice, 35(7), 556-573. 

 

Hall, C., Smith, K., & Chia, R. (2008). Cognitive and personality factors in relation to timely 

completion of a college degree. College Student Journal, 42(4), 1087-1098. 

 

Hartleroad, G. E. (2005). Comparison of the academic achievement of first-year female honors 

program and non-honors program engineering students. Journal of the National 

Collegiate Honors Council, 6, 109-120. 

 

Herzog, S. (2006). Estimating student retention and degree‐completion time: Decision trees and 

neural networks vis‐à‐vis regression. New Directions for Institutional Research, (131), 

17-33. 

 

Hill, J. P. (2005). What honors students want (and expect): The views of top Michigan high 

school and college students. Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council, 95-107.  

 

Holman, D. K. & Banning, J. H. (2012). Honors dissertation abstracts: A bounded qualitative  

  meta-study. Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council, 13(1), 41-61. 

 

Hossler, D., & Bontrager, B. (2014). Handbook of strategic enrollment management. John Wiley 

& Sons. 

 

Hossler, D. (2006). Managing student retention: Is the glass half full, half empty, or simply  

 empty. College and University, 81(2), 11-14. 

 

Hossler, D., Ziskin, M., Moore III, J. V., & Wakhungu, P. K. (2008). The role of institutional 

practices in college student persistence. Paper presented as the Annual Forum of the 

Association of Institutional Research (AIR). Seattle, WA. 

 

Hosmer, D. W., & Lemeshow, S. (2005). Multiple logistic regression. In Applied logistic 

regression (pp. 31-46). Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons. 

 

Hoxby, C., & Avery, C. (2012). The missing “one-offs”: The hidden supply of high-achieving,  

low income students (Working Paper No. 18586). Washington, DC: National Bureau of 

Economic Research. 

 

Huddleston, T. (2000). Enrollment management. New Directions for Higher Education, 111, 65- 

  73. 

 

Hutt, C. D., Bray, N. J., Jones, J. L., Leach, K., & Ward, J. (2010). Enrolling the tide: A case  

study of purposeful campus enrollment increases. College And University, 85(4), 10-17. 



190 

 

Institutional Review Board. (2015). Institutional Review Board options for proposal  

 approval. Retrieved from http://osp.ua.edu/site/irb_info.html 

 

Johnson, N., Reidy, L., Droll, M., & LeMon, R. E. (2012). Program requirements for  

 associate’s and bachelor’s degrees: A national survey. Complete College America. 

 

Jones, R. B. (2001). A transcript study of first-time students' persistence based on credit hour  

 enrollment and other selected factors (Order No. 3015412).  

 

Katsinas, S. G., D’Amico, M. M., Friedel, J. N., Adair, J. L., Warner, J. L., & Malley, M. S.  

(2016). After the great recession: Higher education’s new normal. An analysis of 

national surveys of access and finance issues, 2011 to 2015. Tuscaloosa, AL: Education 

Policy Center. 

 

Katinsas, S. & Koh, J. (2015). The economic & social impacts of Alabama public higher  

education. A report prepared for The Higher Education Partnership of Alabama. The 

University of Alabama Education Policy Center. Tuscaloosa, AL. 

 

Keller, R., & Lacy, M. (2013). Propensity score analysis of an honors program’s contribution to  

students’ retention and graduation outcomes. Journal of the National Collegiate Honors 

Council, 13, 73-84. 

 

Kleinbaum, D., Kupper, L., Nizam, A., & Rosenberg, E. (2013). Applied regression analysis and  

 other multivariable methods. Nelson Education. 

 

Knight, W. E. (1994, June). Why the five-year (or longer) bachelors degree? An exploratory  

study of time to degree attainment. Paper presented at the annual forum of the 

Association for Institutional Research, New Orleans, LA. 

 

Knight, W. E. (2004). Time to bachelor’s degree attainment: an application of descriptive,  

bivariate, and multiple regressions techniques. IR Applications, 2, pp 1-16. Tallahassee, 

FL: Association for Institutional Research. 

 

Koenig, R. (November 2014). An unusual honor-code violation: Students selling seats in popular  

 courses. The Chronicle of Higher Education. Retried from: http://chronicle.com 

 

Kuh, G. D., Cruce, T. M., Shoup, R., Kinzie, J., & Gonyea, R. M. (2008). Unmasking the effects  

of student engagement on first-year college grades and persistence. The Journal of 

Higher Education, 79(5), 540-563. 

 

Kuh, G. D., Kinzie, J., Buckley, J. A., Bridges, B. K., & Hayek, J. C. (2006, July). What matters  

to student success: A review of the literature. Commissioned report for the national 

symposium on postsecondary student success: Spearheading a dialog on student success. 

Retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/npec/pdf/kuh_team_report.pdf 

 

 

http://osp.ua.edu/site/irb_info.html
http://chronicle.com/article/article-content/150207/
http://nces.ed.gov/npec/pdf/kuh_team_report.pdf


191 

 

Kurlaender, M., Jackson, J., Howell, J. S., & Grodsky, E. (2014). College course scarcity and 

  time to degree. Economics of Education Review, 41, 24-39. 

 

Lanier, G. W. (2008). Towards reliable honors assessment. Journal of the National Collegiate  

  Honors Council, 81-149. 

 

Lam, L. P. T. (2007, June). Enrollment patterns, time-to-degree, and degree progression for 

baccalaureate degree recipients at a large urban public university. In 47th annual forum of 

the Association of Institutional Research, Kansas City, MO. 

 

Latham, P. H. & Latham, P. S. (1998).  Attention deficit disorder in college: Faculty and  

  students partners in education. National Center for Law and Learning Disabilities. 

 

Long, B. T. (2002). Attracting the best: The use of honors programs to compete for students.  

ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED465355. Chicago, IL: Spencer 

Foundation.  

 

Long, E.C.J. & Lange S. (2002). An exploratory study: A comparison of honors & non- 

honors students. The National Honors Report, 23 (1): 20-30. 

 

National Collegiate Honors Council. (2010). Basic characteristics of a fully developed honors  

program. Retrieved from http://nchchonors.org/faculty-directors/basic-characteristics-of-

a-fully-developed-honors-program/ 

 

National Collegiate Honors Council. (2013). Member institutions. Retrieved from  

 http://nchchonors.org/members-area/member-institutions-4/ 

 

Noble, J., & Sawyer, R. (2002). Predicting different levels of academic success in college using  

  high school GPA and ACT composite score. ACT research report series. 

 

Noftle, E. E., & Robins, R. W. (2007). Personality predictors of academic outcomes: Big five 

correlates of GPA and SAT scores. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 93(1), 

116-130. 

 

Mandinach, E. B. (2012). A perfect time for data use: Using data-driven decision making to  

 inform practice. Educational Psychologist, 47(2), 71-85. 

 

Mathiasen, R. E. (1985). Characteristics of the college honors student. Journal of College 

 Student Personnel, 26(2), 171-173. 

 

Maxwell, J. A. (2012). Qualitative research design: An interactive  approach. Thousand Oaks,  

 CA: Sage. 

 

McKay, K. (2009). Predicting Retention in Honors Programs. Journal of the National  

 Collegiate Honors Council, 77-88. 

 

http://nchchonors.org/faculty-directors/basic-characteristics-of-a-fully-developed-honors-program/
http://nchchonors.org/faculty-directors/basic-characteristics-of-a-fully-developed-honors-program/
http://nchchonors.org/members-area/member-institutions-4/


192 

 

Merriam. J. & Alptekin, S.E. (2008). Recipe for an outstanding honors program. Honors  

  Undergraduate Research Journal, 1(1). 

 

Moore, D. S. (2007). The basic practice of statistics (Vol. 2). New York, NY: WH Freeman. 

 

Moschetti, R. V. (2008). UCLA community college bibliography. Community College Journal  

  of Research and Practice, 32(8). 

 

Mullins, D. W. Jr. (2005). What is honors? Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council,  

  19-22. 

 

Munkwitz-Smith, J. V. (2001). Priority registration for athletes in the Big East  

  Conference. College and University, 76(3), 25. 

 

Murtaugh, P. A., Burns, L. D., & Schuster, J. (1999). Predicting the retention of university  

  students. Research in Higher Education, 40, 355–371. 

 

O'Banion, T. (2012). Late registration: May it rest in peace. Community College Journal, 83(1),  

  26-31. 

 

Office of Institutional Research and Assessment (2011). 2011 advising report. 

 Retrieved from http://oira.ua.edu/d/content/reports/2011-advising-report 

 

Office of Institutional Research and Assessment (2015a). Assessment Reports. 

 Retrieved from http://oira.ua.edu/d/content/reports/assessment-reports 

 

Office of Institutional Research and Assessment (2015b). The University of Alabama Factbook  

 Retrieved from http://oira.ua.edu/d/content/factbook 

 

Office of the University Registrar (2016). Registration and Advising Retrieved from  

http://registrar.ua.edu/services/mystudent/registration-and-advising/ 

 

Ott, R. L., & Longnecker, M. (2015). An introduction to statistical methods and data analysis.  

  (7th ed). Boston, MA: Cengage Learning. 

 

Owens, D. A. (2010). Honors programs at colleges and universities in the southern region of  

the United States. (Order No. 3405815, Texas A&M University - Commerce). ProQuest 

Dissertations and Theses. 

 

Pascarella, E. T., & Terenzini, P. T. (1991). How college affects students. Findings and insights 

from twenty years of research. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

 

Pascarella, E. T., & Terenzini, P. T. (1980). Predicting freshman persistence and voluntary 

dropout decisions from a theoretical model. The Journal of Higher Education, 60-75. 

 

http://oira.ua.edu/d/content/reports/2011-advising-report
http://oira.ua.edu/d/content/reports/assessment-reports
http://oira.ua.edu/d/content/factbook
http://registrar.ua.edu/services/mystudent/registration-and-advising/


193 

 

Patton, M. Q. (1990). Qualitative evaluation and research methods (2nd ed.). Newbury Park, 

CA: Sage. 

 

Paulsen, M. B., & St John, E. P. (2002). Social class and college costs: Examining the financial  

nexus between college choice and persistence. The Journal of Higher Education, 73(2), 

189-236. 

 

Pehlke, J. (2003). The myth of an honors education. Journal of the National Collegiate 

  Honors Council, 27-33.  

 

Pflaum, S. W., Pascarella, E. T., & Duby, P. (1985). The effects of honors college participation  

on academic performance during the freshman year. Journal of College Student 

Personnel, 26, 414-419. 

 

Phillipe, K., & Mullin, C. M. (2011). Community college estimated growth: Fall 2010.  

Washington, DC: American Association of Community Colleges. Retrieved from 

www.aacc.nche.edu/Publications/Reports/Documents/CommunityGrowth.pdf 

 

Phinney, J. S., Dennis, J. M., & Chuateco, L. I. (2005). The role of motivation, parental support,  

and peer support in the academic success of ethnic minority first-generation college 

students. Journal of College Student Development, 46(3), 223-236. 

 

Picciano, A. G. (2012). The evolution of big data and learning analytics in American higher  

  education. Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks,16(3), 9-20. 

 

Pitter, G. W. (1996). Hours to graduation: A national survey of credit hours required for  

 baccalaureate degrees. Paper presented at the 36th Association for Institutional 

Research Annual Forum. Albuquerque, NM. 

 

Reason, R. D. (2003). Student variables that predict retention: Recent research and new  

 developments. Naspa Journal, 40(4), 172-191. 

 

Reason, R. D. (2009). Student variables that predict retention: Recent research and new 

  developments. Journal of Student Affairs Research and Practice, 46(3), 850-869.  

 

Rinn, A. N. (2006). Major forerunners to honors education at the collegiate level. Journal of The  

 National Collegiate Honors Council, 63-84. 

 

Rinn, A. N. (2005). Trends among honors college students: An analysis by year in  

  school. Journal of Secondary Gifted Education, 16(4), 157-167.  

 

Rinn, A. N., & Plucker, J. A. (2004). We recruit them, but then what? The educational and  

psychological experiences of academically talented undergraduates. Gifted Child 

Quarterly, 48(1), 54-67. 

 

 

http://www.aacc.nche.edu/Publications/Reports/Documents/CommunityGrowth.pdf


194 

 

Robbins, S. B., Lauver, K., Le, H., Davis, D., Langley, R., & Carlstrom, A. (2004). Do 

psychosocial and study skill factors predict college outcomes? A meta-analysis. 

Psychological Bulletin, 130(2), 261. 

 

Roszkowski, M. J., & Nigro, R. A. (2015). The value of SAT scores and high school grades in  

the selection of honors program candidates from the perspective of honors students and 

graduates. Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly, 2(4), 259-293. 

 

Runyan, L. M. (2011). Undergraduate degree completion: A study of time and efficiency to  

 degree (Order No. 3515893). 

 

Safer, A. M. (2009). The effect of late registration for college classes. College Student 

 Journal, 43(4), 1380−1388. 

 

Savage, H., Raehsler, R. & Fiedor, J. (2014). An empirical analysis of factors affecting honors  

program completion rates. Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council, 15(1), 

115–128. 

 

Schlossberg, N. K. (1989). Marginality and mattering: Key issues in building community. New  

 directions for student services 48, 5-15. 

 

Schuman, S. (2006). Beginning in honors: A handbook (4th ed.). Lincoln, NE: National  

  Collegiate Honors Council. 

 

Schuman, S. (2004). Honors scholarship and Forum for Honors. Journal of the National  

 Collegiate Honors Council, 5(1), 19–23. 

 

Sederberg, P. (2005). Characteristics of the contemporary honors college: A descriptive analysis  

of a survey of NCHC member colleges. Journal of the National Collegiate Honors 

Council, 6(2), 121–136. 

 

Seifert, T. A., Pascarella, E. T., Colangelo, N., & Assouline, S. G. (2007). The effects of  

honors program participation on experiences of good practices and learning outcomes. 

Journal of College Student Development, 48(1), 57-74. 

 

Selingo, J. (2001, November). Colleges and lawmakers push students to graduate in 4 years.  

  Chronicle of Higher Education, 48(11), A22-A23.  

 

Sharp, L. A. & Sheilley, H. K. (2008). The institution's obligations to athletes. New Directions  

  For Higher Education, (142), 103-113. 

 

Shushok, F. (2002). Educating the best and the brightest: Collegiate Honors programs and the  

intellectual, social and psychological development of students. (Order No. 3070562). 

 

 

 



195 

 

Shushok, F.  (2006). Student outcomes and honors programs: A longitudinal study of 172  

 Honors students, 2000–2004. Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council, 7(2), 

85–96. 

 

Slavin, C., Coladarci, T., & Pratt, P. A. (2008). Is student participation in an honors program  

related to retention and graduation rates? Journal of the National Collegiate Honors 

Council, 59-69. 

 

Smith, A. B., Street, M. A., & Olivarez, A. (2002). Early, regular, and late registration and 

community college success: A case study. Community College Journal of Research and 

Practice, 26(3), 261–273. 

 

Stater, M. (2009). The impact of financial aid on college GPA at three flagship public  

  institutions. American Educational Research Journal, 2009:782. 

 

Steele, C. M. (2009). A threat in the air: How stereotypes shape intellectual identity and  

performance. In E. Taylor, D. Gillborn, & G. Ladson-Billings (Eds.), Foundations of 

critical race theory in education (pp. 163-189). New York, NY: Routledge. 

 

Strauss, A. (1987). Qualitative analysis for social scientists. Cambridge, England: Cambridge  

 University Press. 

 

Synco, T. M. (2012). Background or experience? Using logistic regression to predict college  

 retention (Order No. 3512372). 

 

Szafran, R. F. (2001). The effect of academic load on success for new college students: Is lighter  

 better?. Research in Higher Education, 42(1), 27-50. 

 

Taylor, A. L., & Doane, D. J. (2012). Motivations to graduate in less than four years and summer  

 session attendance. Summer Academe: A Journal of Higher Education, 4, 7-30. 

 

Taylor, M. (2011). The 2011–12 budget: Prioritizing course enrollment at the community  

 colleges. Sacramento, CA: Legislative Analyst’s Office. 

 

Temple University. (2016). The honors experience. Retrieved from  

 http://honors.temple.edu/honors-experience 

 

Thayer, P. B. (2000). Retention of students from first generation and low income backgrounds.  

 ERIC. Ipswich, MA. 

 

The University of Alabama. (2016, October). Changes to priority registration process benefit  

students. UA News. Retrieved from https://www.ua.edu/news/2016/10/changes-to-

priority-registration-process-benefit-students/ 

 

The University of Alabama. (2003, January). Dr. Robert Witt named UA president. UA  

News. Retrieved from http://uanews.ua.edu/2003/01/dr-robert-witt-named-ua-president/ 

http://honors.temple.edu/honors-experience
https://www.ua.edu/news/2016/10/changes-to-priority-registration-process-benefit-students/
https://www.ua.edu/news/2016/10/changes-to-priority-registration-process-benefit-students/
http://uanews.ua.edu/2003/01/dr-robert-witt-named-ua-president/


196 

 

The University of Alabama. (2015a). Mission & objectives. Retrieved from  

 http://www.ua.edu/mission.html 

 

The University of Alabama. (2015c, September). UA enrollment tops 37000. UA News. 

 Retrieved from http://uanews.ua.edu/2015/09/ua-enrollment-tops-37000/ 

 

The University of Alabama. (2007, August). UA ranked in top 10 percent by US News. UA  

News. Retrieved from http://uanews.ua.edu/2007/08/ua-ranked-in-top-10-percent-by-us-

news/ 

 

The University of Alabama. (2015b). Undergraduate catalog. Retrieved from  

 http://www.ua.edu/catalogs/ 

 

The University of Alabama. (2012, March). Witt selected as chancellor; Bonner named interim  

UA president.UA News. Retrieved from http://uanews.ua.edu/2012/03/witt-selected-as-

chancellor-bonner-named-interim-ua-president/ 

 

The University of Alabama Honors College. (2014). May 2014 senior exit evaluation. Questions  

  20 and 21. Internal Document. 

 

The University of Alabama Honors College. (2016). Honors requirements. Retrieved from  

 http://honors.ua.edu/academics/honors-requirements/ 

 

The University of Alabama Office of the University Registrar (2016). Priority registration policy.  

 Retrieved from http://registrar.ua.edu/doc/uploads/Priority-Registration-Policy.pdf 

 

Tinto, V. (1975). Dropouts from higher education: A theoretical synthesis of recent research. 

 Review of Educational Research, 45, 89-125. 

 

Tinto, V. (1982). Limits of theory and practice in student attrition. The Journal of Higher  

 Education, 687-700. 

 

Tinto, V. (2006). Research and practice of student retention: what next?. Journal of College  

 Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 8(1), 1-19. 

 

Tinto, V. (2012). Completing college: Rethinking institutional action. Chicago, IL: University of  

  Chicago Press. 

 

Titus, M. A. (2006). Understanding the influence of the financial context of institutions on  

student persistence at four-year colleges and universities. The Journal of Higher 

Education, 77(2), 353-375. 

 

Tompkins, P., & Williams, M. R. (2015). At issue: A comprehensive review and synthesis of  

  the literature on late registration. The Community College Enterprise, 21(2), 62. 

 

 

http://www.ua.edu/mission.html
http://uanews.ua.edu/2015/09/ua-enrollment-tops-37000/
http://uanews.ua.edu/2007/08/ua-ranked-in-top-10-percent-by-us-news/
http://uanews.ua.edu/2007/08/ua-ranked-in-top-10-percent-by-us-news/
http://www.ua.edu/catalogs/
http://uanews.ua.edu/2012/03/witt-selected-as-chancellor-bonner-named-interim-ua-president/
http://uanews.ua.edu/2012/03/witt-selected-as-chancellor-bonner-named-interim-ua-president/
http://honors.ua.edu/academics/honors-requirements/
http://registrar.ua.edu/doc/uploads/Priority-Registration-Policy.pdf


197 

 

Tross, S. A., Harper, J. P., Osher, L. W., & Kneidinger, L. M. (2000). Not just the usual cast of  

characteristics: Using personality to predict college performance and retention. Journal of 

College Student Development, 41(3), 323-334. 

 

University of Connecticut. (2016). Priority registration. Retrieved from 

 http://honors.uconn.edu/priority-registration/ 

 

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. (2015a). Digest of 

Education Statistics 2015 (NCES 2015-011), Chapter 2. 

 

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. (2015b). The Condition  

 of Education 2015 (NCES 2015-144). 

 

Volkwein, J. F., & Lorang, W. G. (1996). Characteristics of extenders: Full-time students who  

take light credit loads and graduate in more than four years. Research in Higher 

Education, 37(1), 43-68. 

 

Walters, J. E. (1994). Registration priorities: A report. Sacramento, CA: Chancellor’s Office of  

 the California Community Colleges. Retrieved from ERIC database. (ED374878) 

 

Webber, D. A., & Ehrenberg, R. G. (2010). Do expenditures other than instructional  

expenditures affect graduation and persistence rates in American higher education? 

Economics of Education Review, 29(6), 947-958. 

 

Wei, C., & Horn, L. (2009). A profile of successful Pell grant recipients: Time to bachelors.  

(NCES 2009-156). Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics, US 

Department of Education. 

 

Western Kentucky University. (2013). Priority registration schedule policy and procedure  

 document. Retrieved from http://www.wku.edu/policies/docs/43.pdf 

 

Wladis, C., Wladis, K., & Hachey, A. C. (2014). The role of enrollment choice in online  

education: Course selection rationale and course difficulty as factors affecting 

retention. Online Learning, 18(3), 29-42. 

 

Zepke, N., & Leach, L. (2010). Improving student engagement: Ten proposals for action. Active  

 learning in higher education, 11(3), 167-177. 

 

Ziskin, M., Hossler, D., & Kim, S. (2009). The study of institutional practices related to student  

persistence. Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 11(1), 

101-121. 

 

Zwick, R., & Sklar, J. C. (2005). Predicting college grades and degree completion using high  

school grades and SAT scores: The role of student ethnicity and first language. American 

Educational Research Journal, 42(3), 439-464. 

  

http://honors.uconn.edu/priority-registration/
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d11/ch_3.asp
http://www.wku.edu/policies/docs/43.pdf


198 

 

 

 

APPENDIX A:  

IRB APPROVAL LETTER 

 

 


