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[bookmark: _Toc204344618][bookmark: _Toc204345116][bookmark: _Toc224458874]plain language abstract
This study examined whether taking dual enrollment courses in high school is linked to better college success at a Tennessee community college. Dual enrollment allows high school students to complete college coursework early. This study compared students who completed at least one dual enrollment course with similar students who did not, focusing on outcomes such as graduation within three years, first-year grade point average (GPA), enrollment status, retention from fall to spring and fall to fall, and the number of credits earned.

The study used existing records from students who first enrolled between 2017 and 2021. To ensure a fair comparison, only students who met the academic requirements for dual enrollment in high school, a GPA of 3.0 to 4.0 and an ACT score of 21 or higher, were included. The final sample included 2,078 students. Statistical tests were used to examine differences between the groups. 

Findings showed that students who took at least one dual enrollment course were more likely to experience positive educational outcomes. Dual enrollment students were more likely to graduate within three years, earn more credits during their first year, enroll full-time, achieve higher first-year GPAs, and remain enrolled from fall to spring. The only area where dual enrollment students did not outperform their peers was fall-to-fall retention.

Overall, the results show a clear connection between taking dual enrollment courses in high school and stronger academic progress in college. Students who participated in dual enrollment were more likely to begin and complete their college programs successfully compared to similar non-participants.

[bookmark: _Hlk224308066][bookmark: _Toc224458875]ABSTRACT
Relationships Between Dual Enrollment and Completion Rates at a Tennessee Community College
by
Misty N. Peters

The purpose of this quantitative study was to determine if there was a relationship between dual enrollment and completion rates at a Tennessee community college. Subgroups included dual enrollment completion versus non-dual enrollment completion, grade point average (GPA), enrollment status (part-time or full-time), retention rate (fall to spring), retention rate (fall to fall), academic credits (30 or more semester credits), and academic credits (number earned at the end of their freshman year). 

Archival data were used from a Tennessee community college governed by the Tennessee Board of Regents and included cohorts from 2017 through 2021, which comprised 6,969 students. Graduation was measured by completion of an associate degree or certificate within 3 years (150%). Because high school students must have a GPA of 3.0 to 4.0 and an ACT of 21 or greater to be eligible for dual enrollment, only students that met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in the final sample. A total of 2,078 students met the study criteria for inclusion. Seven research questions were answered from these data utilizing chi-square analysis and independent samples t tests. Findings revealed that students who completed at least one dual enrollment course were more likely to graduate than students who did not participate in dual enrollment. The findings in this study indicate there is a significant relationship between taking dual enrollment and educational outcomes. Students who participated in dual enrollment were more likely to graduate within 3 years (150%), have higher end of year one GPAs, have full-time enrollment, have greater retention rates with the exception of fall to fall, and obtain higher academic credits.
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[bookmark: _Hlk102649914][bookmark: _Toc224458881]Chapter 1. Introduction
Strategies that promote high school graduation and encourage college enrollment have become increasingly common through accelerated learning opportunities (Cassidy et al., 2010). Tennessee community college mission statements closely align with strategic plan priorities, focus on student success and innovative teaching, and can include open access, student success, equity, quality, and stewardship (Tennessee Board of Regents [TBR], 2022). Early postsecondary opportunities (EPSOs) available in Tennessee, such as advanced placement (AP), dual credit, and dual enrollment (DE), provide students with the chance to earn postsecondary credit while still in high school (Tennessee Department of Education [TDOE], n.d.-b). These opportunities for students have contributed to the increase in student success and degree attainment by improving college readiness, as well as reducing the time to degree completion (Allen & Dadgar, 2012). 
College missions and strategic plans are linked to the outcomes-based funding formula. This complex funding tool allocates state funds to Tennessee’s public colleges and universities based on performance (Testa, 2017). This funding formula was created by the Complete College Tennessee Act of 2010 and is overseen by the Tennessee Higher Education Commission (THEC). The THEC evaluates and approves the outcomes-based funding formula for higher education funding throughout the state (Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury, 2023; Tennessee Higher Education Commission [THEC], n.d.-a). 
[bookmark: _Hlk208758125]The Tennessee Higher Education Commission (THEC) uses a three-year outcomes average based on the outcomes developed for community colleges and universities (THEC, n.d.-b). Outcome measures vary between community colleges and state universities, with dual enrollment as one contributor to achieving measurement for Tennessee’s Outcomes-Based Funding Formula for community colleges (Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury, 2023). Data from the Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR) indicated an increase in dual enrollment across Tennessee community and technical colleges, with a 68% rise from fall 2015 to fall 2022. Dual enrollment represented the fastest-growing group of students in the respective areas (TBR, 2023). With 2 million dual enrollment students, or 71% of all dual enrollment students, community colleges in the US served more dual enrollment students in 2023-24 than any other postsecondary sector (Fink, 2025). However, the ongoing growth of dual enrollment is not limited to a few states or institutions (Fink, 2025). Instead, in almost every state and most cities nationwide, schools and universities have increased dual enrollment opportunities for students (Fink, 2025).
[bookmark: _Hlk181441579]Created in the early 1970s, the original intent of dual enrollment was to provide a more rigorous curriculum to advanced seniors (Kim et al., 2006). Many students may be unaware of the high expectations associated with postsecondary education (Bailey et al., 2002), and dual enrollment courses can help introduce them to the rigors of college-level coursework (Kim et al., 2006). With this opportunity, students get an increased chance to continue college beyond their first semester (Arnold et al., 2017). “Dual enrollment programs are educational initiatives that permit high school students to enroll in higher education courses whereby they receive both college and high school credit” (Schaller et al., 2025, p. 266). Karp et al. (2012) noted dual enrollment in Tennessee is an “arrangement in which high school students enroll in college courses and earn college credit that is recorded on a regular college transcript” (p. 1).  For this study, dual enrollment was defined as college courses taken by high school students for college course credit. 
[bookmark: _Hlk193725878]Tennessee encourages college readiness through dual enrollment opportunities that help prepare students for postsecondary education (Melons et al., 2022). Policymakers and educators believe that students must be able to withstand and meet the rigors of postsecondary education as a crucial step in degree attainment (Karp et al., 2012). Dual enrollment may increase high school graduation rates, college enrollment, and college completion. It also improves college readiness by enabling students to develop postsecondary study habits and learn how to conduct themselves in college-level courses, especially those taken on college campuses (Karp et al., 2012; Lile et al., 2018). 
Grub et al. (2017) reported that dual enrollment has been shown to benefit students at the community college level, as participants tend to avoid remediation and experience a higher rate of timely completion. With the increase in dual enrollment across states, it is crucial to compare the benefits and contributions of dual enrollment to completion rates in a timely manner.
[bookmark: _Toc224458882]Purpose Statement
[bookmark: _Hlk186716203]The purpose of this non-experimental, quantitative study was to examine the relationship between dual enrollment participation and completion rates among first-time, full-time students at a Southeastern community college.  Specifically, the intent of the study was to compare the graduation outcomes of students who completed at least one dual enrollment course while in high school with those who did not participate in dual enrollment. Using archival data from the college’s student information system and institutional fact book, I analyzed cohorts from 2017 through 2021, which comprised 6,969 students. Graduation was measured by completion of an associate degree or certificate within 3 years (150%) (IPEDS, n.d.). Because high school students must have a GPA of 3.0 to 4.0 and an ACT of 21 or greater to be eligible for dual enrollment, only students that met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in the final sample. Therefore, only students that participated in dual enrollment and non-dual enrollment students who met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in my study. This distinction is important because it allowed for the comparison of students with similar academic backgrounds to be analyzed in each of the research questions. A total of 2,078 students met the study criteria for inclusion. The findings of this study may contribute to a better understanding of the effectiveness of dual enrollment as a strategy to support timely degree completion, inform institutional practices, and policy decisions related to early postsecondary opportunities. 
[bookmark: _Hlk159592855][bookmark: _Toc224458883]Problem
	Despite the increased popularity and promotion of dual enrollment programs to improve college readiness and increase postsecondary attainment there remained a lack of comprehensive, institution-specific data on how participation in these programs influenced actual college completion rates, particularly within community colleges. At the participating college, students enter as first-time, full-time students each year, some with prior dual enrollment experience and others without. However, there was limited institutional research exploring whether dual enrollment participation among first-time, full-time students at the participating community college significantly predicts timely associate degree completion.
	This gap involved limited localized data on how dual enrollment participation influenced associate degree completion at the community college level. This area of inquiry for specific institutional data has the potential to inform local educators, administrators, and policymakers who make informed decisions about resource allocation, student advising, and curriculum development tied to outcomes-based funding models. As Tennessee and other states continue to invest in early postsecondary opportunities to drive student success, it becomes increasingly important to evaluate whether these investments translate into higher associate degree completion rates within 150% of the standard program length.
	By comparing the graduation rates of students who participated in dual enrollment with those who did not, this study addressed a pressing need for localized, evidence-based data that can inform institutional practices and contribute to broader conversations around access, equity, and effectiveness in higher education. An understanding of this relationship is essential to determine whether dual enrollment effectively serves as a bridge to academic success or whether additional support is needed to ensure its intended benefits are realized.
[bookmark: _Toc224458884]Significance of the Study
This study could provide valuable insights into the success and completion rates of dual enrollment students in community colleges. As the prevalence of dual enrollment increases, this study may shed light on the potential connections between first-time full-time students and their degree completion at the community college. The results of this study may contribute to other community colleges throughout the Southeast as they examine dual enrollment as a factor in college readiness and completion. 
	The significance of this study lies in its potential to enhance understanding of dual enrollment and its impact on completion rates at a community college. Dual enrollment programs, which allow high school students to undertake college-level coursework, have been associated with improved academic outcomes, including higher college enrollment and completion rates (Allen & Dadgar, 2012). By examining the specific impact of dual enrollment on associate degree attainment at a Tennessee community college, this research can provide valuable insights for policymakers and educators aiming to improve student success.
[bookmark: _Hlk210667939]	Furthermore, while existing literature documented positive correlations between dual enrollment participation and postsecondary success, there is a need for more localized studies to understand how these programs function within specific institutions (Karp et al., 2007). This study addressed this gap as I focused on a particular community college, comprised of academically similar students, which thereby offered nuanced data that can inform the development and refinement of dual enrollment initiatives tailored to the needs of similar institutions.
	As dual enrollment continues to grow as a strategy for promoting college readiness and completion, understanding its effectiveness becomes increasingly critical (Cram & Béjar, 2019; Schaller et al., 2025; Struhl & Vargas, 2012). This research may contribute to the broader discourse on educational strategies that facilitate timely degree attainment, which is essential to meet workforce demands and support economic development (Bailey et al., 2002).
	This study is significant because it evaluated the impact of dual enrollment on student completion rates within a specific community college. It has the potential to provide insights that can guide policy decisions and program implementations aimed at enhancing student outcomes.
[bookmark: _Hlk208762967][bookmark: _Toc224458885]Research Questions
[bookmark: _Hlk209690499]Research questions for this non-experimental, quantitative study will be used to investigate the relationship between dual enrollment students and graduation rates at a Tennessee community college. I focused on completion rates, grade point average (GPA), enrollment status (part-time or full-time), retention rate (fall to spring), retention rate (fall to fall), academic credits (30 or more semester credits), and academic credits (number earned at the end of their freshman year). The research questions are:
Research Question 1: For first-time, full-time, community college students, is there a significant relationship between graduating within 3 years (150%) and completing at least one dual enrollment course in high school?
Research Question 2: Is there a significant difference in the college GPA at the end of year one between first-time, full-time, community college students who completed at least one dual enrollment course in high school and those students who did not participate in dual enrollment?
Research Question 3: Is there a significant difference in the enrollment status (part-time or full-time) between students that participated in dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment?
Research Question 4: Is there a significant difference in retention rate (fall to spring) between students who took dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment?
Research Question 5: Is there a significant difference in retention rate (fall to fall) between students who took dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment?
Research Question 6: Is there a significant relationship between earning 30 or more semester credits during their first year of enrollment between dual enrollment status and non-dual enrollment status?
Research Question 7: Is there a significant difference in the number of academic credits earned at the end of their freshman year between students that participated in dual enrollment and students that did not participate in dual enrollment while in high school?
[bookmark: _Toc224458886]Definition of Terms
Advanced Placement (AP): College-level high school courses offered in multiple subjects, where 
students test nationally recognized exams (TDOE, n.d.-c).
Cambridge (CIE): A high school academic program in which students are required to take 
internationally recognized academic programs and exams for students ages 5 to 19 
(TDOE, n.d.-a).
College Level Exam Program (CLEP): A college board program in which students take standardized tests and, if successful, can earn college credits (Advance CTE, 2022).
Completers within 150% of normal time: Students who completed their program within 150% of the normal (or expected) time for completion (IPEDS, n.d.). For the purpose of this study, 150% of normal time are cohorts that are tracked for three years from their cohort term.
Completion Rate: A percentage of the students enrolled in and persisted in program completion (TBR, n.d.-a).
[bookmark: _Hlk200115039]Dual Enrollment (DE): A program that enables students to enroll in postsecondary courses to receive college credit while still in high school; mainly juniors and seniors (An & Taylor, 2019; Grub et al., 2017; Jones, 2014; Kanny, 2015; Karp & Hughes, 2008). These courses can be taught at the high school, college campus, or online by instructors who have met postsecondary credentials (TDOE, n.d.-b).
Full-Time Equivalent (FTE): A single value representing a combination of full-time and part-time students (IPEDS, n.d.).
International Baccalaureate (IB):  A diploma program that provides high school students the opportunity to take a rigorous, pre-university course of studies aligned with internationally benchmarked exams that could provide opportunities for students to earn postsecondary credits (TDOE, n.d.-e).
Local Dual Credit (LDC): A high school course, taught by a postsecondary institution-approved licensed high school teacher or certified college instructor, that is aligned to a local postsecondary institution’s course and exam, where a student who passes the exam can earn credits accepted by the local postsecondary institution (TDOE, n.d.-f).
Statewide Dual Credit (SDC): College-level courses developed by Tennessee high school and college faculty to align with postsecondary standards and taught at the high school level by trained high school teachers with a required challenge exam for postsecondary credit at the state institution (TDOE, n.d.-h). 
Supporting Access in Rural Counties (SPARC): A Tennessee initiative to bridge the gap of infrastructure need, access to higher education, and additional Career and Technical Education (CTE) dual enrollment for SPARC identified counties that are “universally rural and have historically struggled to meet the expectations of the State’s Higher Education Master Plan around postsecondary access and success” (THEC, 2022).
Industry Certification (IC):  Credentials are earned through secondary and postsecondary career and technical education programs and courses with assessment by an independent certifying entity based on standards for knowledge, skills, and competencies (TDOE, n.d.-g)
Normal time to completion: The amount of time necessary for a student to complete degree requirements according to an institution (IPEDS, n.d.).
[bookmark: _Toc224458887]Delimitations and Limitations
This study was delimited to academic data of student cohorts of 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2021 broken down into dual enrollment students and non-dual enrollment students. Data were collected from one community college governed by the Tennessee Board of Regents. Therefore, the study did not represent the relationship between dual enrollment and completion at other community colleges within the state. 
The limitations of this study were the types of enrollment and academic variables. Additionally, this non-experimental study relied on existing institutional data representing one community college. While this enhanced the internal validity of the research, limited samples lacked larger populations, external validity, or the ability to control variables. Data were drawn from a single institution and was limited to the most recent cohorts of 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2021. Data collected from cohorts of a single rural community college may not be similar to other community colleges across Tennessee or the Southeast. Another limitation was the potential effects on data due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The 2017 and 2018 cohorts were within the three-year window for completion, while the 2019 and 2020 cohorts experienced changes in delivery and other restrictions due to the pandemic. 
[bookmark: _Toc224458888]Chapter Summary
This study consists of five chapters. Chapter 1 is an introduction the study, including a statement of the problem, significance of the study, research questions, definitions of key terms, and limitations and delimitations of the study. Chapter 2 is a review of the literature related to the history of dual enrollment, the reasons for the push for dual enrollment, and the numerous connections to postsecondary success. Chapter 3 presents research methodology used for selection, design, and data analysis. Chapter 4 consists of data analysis and findings of the study. Chapter 5 offers a summary of the findings, conclusions, recommendations, and suggestions for further research related to dual enrollment and college completion. 


[bookmark: _Toc224458889]Chapter 2. Review of Literature
Dual enrollment programs, also referred to as dual credit or concurrent enrollment (Taylor et al., 2022), have emerged as a significant factor in promoting student success and accelerating pathways to college degree attainment (Liu et al., 2020; Moreno et al., 2021). Research indicates that dual enrollment enables high school students to earn college credits early and also contributes positively to their academic outcomes (Grub et al., 2017). For example, Grubb et al. (2017) found that dual enrollment at the community college level often reduced the need for remedial coursework, subsequently supporting higher rates of timely degree completion. With the growing state-level support for dual enrollment initiatives (THEC, 2020), examining the impact of these programs on student outcomes is essential, particularly in relation to completion rates and time-to-degree metrics (Schaller et al., 2025). 
To develop a comprehensive understanding of the role of dual enrollment in higher education, I examined the historical evolution of dual enrollment, analyzed state policies and funding structures, and presented a case study of dual enrollment at a southeastern community college. Dual enrollment is defined in terms of its benefits to both students and public education systems. Key research was reviewed to examine success indicators, including the program’s impact on underrepresented student populations, and discussed both the advantages and criticisms of dual enrollment. This review addressed common barriers faced by students, which offered a comprehensive perspective on the implications of dual enrollment for college readiness and degree attainment.
[bookmark: _Toc224458890]Conceptual Framework
	This study is grounded in Schlossberg’s Transition Theory (1981), which provides a valuable lens for understanding student experience as they move from high school to college. This transition often requires significant shifts in behavior, identity, and relationships. According to Schlossberg, a transition is an event or non-event that results in changed assumptions, relationships, and behaviors. The framework is especially useful for analyzing the complex and varied responses students have to this transition, which is not necessarily linear or uniform. Schlossberg (2008) identified three types of transitions: anticipated, unanticipated, and non-event. Anticipated transitions are events such as high school graduation and college enrollment, which are expected life events. Unanticipated transitions are unexpected events, such as a family emergency or a financial barrier that disrupts academic plans. Non-events refer to transitions that were expected to happen but did not happen. Such as not being accepted into a dream college or not qualifying for financial aid.
[bookmark: _Hlk204077049]While anticipated transitions, such as dual enrollment, may seem universally beneficial, the reality is that each student experiences and internalizes them differently (Bailey et al., 2002; Henneberger et al., 2022). As Schlossberg noted, “A transition that is severe for one person may be relatively minor for another, depending on the degree to which it alters the person’s roles, relationships, routines, and assumptions” (Schlossberg, 2008, p. 33). This subjectivity underscores the importance of context in understanding transition. Moreover, Schlossberg’s theory emphasizes that transitions unfold over time and typically occur in three phases identified as “moving in”, “moving through”, and “moving out.” The “moving in” phase is when individuals first experience the change and begin to assess its impact (Anderson et al., 2012; Schlossberg, 2008). This phase could represent dual enrollment students’ transition from full-time high school students to dual enrollment students. The “moving in” phase for dual enrollment students involves “learning the ropes” of advising, college course rigors, course expectations, and the college environment (Bailey et al., 2002; Conley, 2012; Lile et al., 2018).  “Moving through” is a period often marked by confusion, disruption, and emotional vulnerability (Anderson et al., 2012; Schlossberg, 2008). Dual enrollment students participate in their college-level work while still juggling high school schedules. The final phase, moving out, is when individuals have adjusted, and the transition becomes integrated into their lives (Anderson et al., 2012; Schlossberg, 2008). For dual enrollment students, this can be the completion of their dual enrollment courses and the transition to a full-time college student. This process can be especially complex for students engaged in dual enrollment. While they may be considered “college students” on paper, they often still identify as high school students socially and emotionally. For many reasons, this creates a disorienting middle space that requires strong support and effective coping mechanisms. 
A successful transition from high school into college or the workforce empowers a successful transition to adulthood (Henneberger et al., 2022). Research has shown that dual enrollment can help ease the transition to college by helping students feel part of the college, learn the structure of college coursework, and understand the role of a college student (Lile et al., 2018). The work presented by Schlossberg (2008) can provide valuable insight into student transition and adaptability for institutions, educators, and counselors to incorporate the necessary support strategies to aid dual enrollment students through transitions for student success. 
Schlossberg (2008) also highlighted four key factors, known as the 4 S’s, that influence an individual’s ability to cope with transitions: Situation, Self, Support, and Strategies. Anderson et al. (2012) presented the transition framework as a design for the human capacity to cope with change. Situation includes what is happening, when it is happening, and how the person perceives it. This could help identify what triggered the transition. A trigger can be external with an internal consequence (Anderson et al., 2012; Schlossberg, 2008). A dual enrollment student taking a college-level course can be an external trigger, with the internal consequence of the awareness that their time in high school is almost over. Anderson et al. (2012) noted that with the Situation variable, time of transition with multiple stressors is a different transition than one change without multiple stressors. Dual enrollment could be a significant change for high school students. Change in social circles, adjustment to college experience, and rigor of academia could make it difficult to find a sense of equilibrium for most students. Educators and counselors could recognize triggers and transitions and how the student is affected by the change to provide support. Self represents the individual’s personal characteristics and psychological resources. Gender, age, socioeconomic status, and ethnicity are a few examples of an individual’s personal and demographic characteristics that could contribute to how a person handles themselves through a transition (Anderson et al., 2012). Bhat and Stevens (2021) declared that many high school students may not see the value of school, especially those who experience systemic barriers due to lower socioeconomic status, race, or disability. Such factors may affect a student’s academic skill, self-confidence, and ability to handle the potential challenges experienced in a college environment. Each student is unique in terms of personality and life issues (Anderson et al., 2012; Schlossberg, 2008). Educators and counselors must recognize transition on an individual basis to ease the transition of dual enrollment students to the rigors of higher education at an earlier age.  Support includes the types of support available from family, friends, and institutions. “Social support is often the key to handling stress,” (Anderson et al., 2012, p. 60; Schlossberg, 2008). Dual enrollment students could benefit greatly from support systems that are effective and accessible through their transition to college courses through the institution, communities, family, friends, and counselors. Qualitative studies support that dual enrollment opportunities influence educational identity and provide supportive student and teacher relationships (Song & Zeiser, 2019). Strategies include the coping responses available to manage the transition. Students navigate transitions and cope with things in different ways (Anderson et al., 2012; Schlossberg, 2008). Karp (2012) asserted that a lack of understanding of the college system is a major hurdle for students entering post-secondary education. Conley (2012) described how key transition knowledge and skills are important for successful navigation of transitions from high school to life beyond. As necessary as this knowledge and skill are, underrepresented students are the least likely to have access to information such as options for classes, financial aid, and other important aspects of post-secondary education (Conley, 2012). A realistic understanding of college expectations through dual enrollment helps students improve time management and academic responsibility (Song & Zeiser, 2019). Strategies that may help dual enrollment students navigate the transition and coping response for success in dual enrollment courses. The 4 S’s framework could bring valuable insight to help bridge the gap and increase the success of high school students’ transition to college-level courses through dual enrollment with valuable resources and tailored support. 
The 4 S’s can vary widely among individuals. For first-generation college students or those from underrepresented backgrounds, support services and early interventions can be especially important (Oliobi et al., 2024). Transitions such as dual enrollment can be empowering but also overwhelming. This is especially possible when students lack adequate support or encounter mismatched expectations. Minority and low-income students are shown to be less likely to participate in dual enrollment programs, while those who did benefit less from program participation (Lee & Villarreal, 2023). However, Lee et al. (2022) reported a greater positive association with dual enrollment for racial minorities, first-generation, and low-income students, which suggested dual enrollment may help close achievement gaps for historically underrepresented students. “These results stress the need for higher education institutions to provide more robust support to these underserved students participating in DE programs and making a successful transition into college” (Lee & Villarreal, 2023, p. 33). Tulloch (2024) described that historically underserved dual enrollment students’ wants included earlier knowledge of dual enrollment programs, well-informed advisors, a balance of high school with dual enrollment, and alignment with pathways. 
Social milestones, such as graduating from high school and enrolling in college carry personal and societal pressures. While these transitions may be perceived positively by some, for others, they can be destabilizing or even alienating, particularly in the absence of guidance or cultural capital. Schlossberg (2008) reminds us that “life is not that orderly to label every step and process for all individuals” (p. 47), meaning each student must navigate their own unique path, even when they appear to be on the same timeline as their peers. Dual enrollment has the potential to ease the transition of high school to college for a wide range of students, even underserved student population (Fink & Jenkins, 2023; Jones, 2014).
In the context of my study, the work presented by Schlossberg (2008) offers a powerful framework for examining how students experience and respond to the transition from high school to college, particularly through the lens of dual enrollment and associate degree completion. Dual enrollment may contribute to a fast-track to degree completion (American Association of Community Colleges, 2019; Dannenberg & Hyslop, 2019; Knox,2022). Exposure to the rigors of college-level work could increase the academic preparation and advancement of skills thus increasing the ability to navigate the rigors of higher education (Kim et al., 2006). Participation in dual enrollment may contribute to stronger academic outcomes which could result in a timelier completion of a degree, reduction of financial burden and student debt, a rigorous academic experience, connection of the high school student to higher education, opportunity to practice the role of a college student which could help contribute to a more confident transition to college, and reduction in remediation (Fink et al., 2017; Grubb et al., 2017; Karp, 2012; Karp & Hughes, 2008; Young, 2021). Understanding transition from high school to college can inform policies that better support students during this critical period of their academic journey (Bailey et al., 2002; Bailey et al., 2003; Henneberger et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc224458891]History of Community Colleges
Community colleges in the United States date back to the early 20th century. Joliet Junior College, founded in 1901, was the first public junior college institution, established as an annex of Joliet Public High School (Beach, 2011). This innovation was contributed to the work of William Rainey Harper, president of the University of Chicago, and J. Stanley Brown, principal of Joliet High School (Beach, 2011). This set the stage for the emergence of community colleges nationwide. Distinct adaptations, growing pains, and phases of growth have shaped the significance of community colleges in the United States (Beach, 2011; Thelin, 2019). 
Beach described the unique American invention of open-access, comprehensive community colleges, their growth, and responsiveness to local needs, as well as the vast array of students in their respective areas (Beach, 2011). What started as a scarce commodity and an experience to the elite, transformed toward a commitment to higher education that was more accessible (Thelin, 2019). Between World War I and World War II, a higher number of high school graduates created a more than fivefold increase in college enrollment (Thelin, 2019). The military draft during World War II led to a substantial decline in enrollment among higher education students (Thelin, 2019). 
It is important to understand the history of education, evaluate its current state, and look at the big picture of where higher education is headed. “Accountability has grown since the 1960’s as higher education expanded and as trust in and respect for all social institutions declined” (Kisker et al., 2023 p. 440). In response to growing concerns at all levels, reform efforts in education began to focus on accountability, equitable access, and improved fiscal management in which a shift in community college focus changed from the “proverbial door to higher education” to an institution that provides an “equitable pathway to a certificate, degree, transfer, or any other educational outcome they may desire” (Kisker et al., 2023 p. 443). A look into accommodation, access, and reform in higher education was witnessed through the G.I. Bill and the influential Truman Commission Report of 1947. The G.I. Bill fueled enrollment by providing educational benefits to veterans following World War II (Thelin, 2019). Beach (2011) explained the impact to higher education with increasing student access:
The Truman Commission’s Report, Higher Education for American Democracy, 42 seemed not only to legitimate junior colleges by arguing that half of the American population could benefit from 2 years of postsecondary schooling, but the report also seemed to sanction a broad comprehensive mission for these institutions by suggesting a new name, and thereby a new institutional identity: the community college. The Truman Commission legitimized an expanded institutional mission, which would incorporate academically oriented general education, vocational education, adult education, and responsiveness to local community needs (p. 55).
[bookmark: _Hlk210682126]Fundamentally, the community college role was established in 1947 through the Truman Commission on Higher Education, which aimed to establish community colleges (Cohen et al., 2014). This served as a catalyst that shifted a focus toward inclusive and accessible higher education that would serve communities with local interests and needs (Cohen et al., 2014). While not all recommendations of the commission were adopted, it has had a substantial long-term impact on higher education (Gilbert & Heller, 2010). The commission created a lasting effect throughout subsequent administrations, including those of President Clinton and President Obama (Cohen et al., 2014). These administrations continued to champion the role of community colleges, recognizing their value in national education and workforce initiatives (Cohen et al., 2014). President Obama’s call to increase graduation rates by 2020 put a spotlight on community college’s role toward the economic recovery of our nation (Hofmann, 2012). While early efforts such as the Truman Commission established the foundation for community colleges as open-access institutions (Thelin, 2019), later policy frameworks, such as Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), promoted by the Obama administration, shifted the focus from access alone to successful completion (National Archives, n.d.-a; National Archives, n.d.-b). This evolution marked the beginning of what became known as the completion agenda. As Karp (2015) emphasized, the completion agenda aims not only to raise graduation rates but to close persistent equity gaps across demographic and economic lines, a critical evolution in national postsecondary goals. Education reform in Tennessee, as outlined in TBR’s 2015-25 Strategic Plan, addresses attainment gaps for underrepresented students while promoting access, equity, and inclusion in higher education to create opportunities for college degree attainment (TBR, 2022; THEC, n.d.-a; THEC, 2020; Tennessee State Government, 2018). Many programs have been developed, as well as financial support for students to help bridge the gap between high school and postsecondary education (TBR, 2022; THEC, 2020; Tennessee State Government, 2018). While programs in some areas target more advanced students, recruitment of underserved, middle-achieving, and first-generation students has been the national and state focus (Community College Research Center [CCRC], 2012). 
Several factors led to the growth of colleges across the country. The most prominent contribution to the rise of community colleges “were the need for workers trained to operate the nations expanding industries; the lengthened period of adolescence, which mandated custodial care of the young for longer time; and the drive for social equality and greater access to higher education” (Cohen et al., 2014 p. 1). Yet, the simplest reason for the growth of community colleges was the increasing number of demands placed on schools at every level (Cohen et al., 2014). Institutions face many pressures from federal, state, and local governments to demonstrate performance and accountability (Advance CTE, 2025; Dougherty & Reddy, 2011). A report published in September 2006 by the U.S. Department of Education, under Secretary Margaret Spellings, brought much attention to the nation's dilemma of struggling college retention and graduation rates (Swanson, 2016). With the push to prepare high school students for postsecondary success, the addition of state policies and reform shifted college completion to the forefront of national conversation for students and the global economy of the United States (Hoffman, 2012). 
College tuition costs, the lack of quality and breadth of high school courses, and the problematic transition to college hindered the entrance and persistence of those students within academia (Edmonds, 2016). Cost of college and financial fragility can be a barrier for many (Ellis et al., 2025; Fletcher et al., 2025; Woodhouse, 2024; Young, 2021). Tennessee’s dual enrollment grant, one of the Tennessee education lottery scholarships, helps provide funding for qualifying dual enrollment students (TDOE, n.d.-b). Award amounts pay up to 10 dual enrollment courses (College for TN, 2025). Participants must maintain a minimum 2.0 GPA to remain eligible (College for TN, 2025). Funding models for dual enrollment vary across states and systems with benefits of breaking down financial barriers of access for students (CCRC, 2024). Establishment and expansion of community colleges throughout the United States also brought financial relief through Promise scholarships, such as the Tennessee Promise program (TBR, n.d.-d). Tennessee Promise is a last-dollar scholarship designed to remove the financial burden of tuition and fees to attend an eligible institution after high school graduation, and a mentor program to assist in the college admissions process (TBR, n.d.-d).
[bookmark: _Toc224458892]The Completion Agenda
[bookmark: _Hlk127704138]Higher Education in Tennessee has seen significant reform over the past decade with the passage of the Complete College Tennessee Act (CCTA) in January of 2010 and Drive to 55 in 2014 (Meehan & Kent, 2020). Postsecondary completion has been a significant focus for institutions of higher education in the United States over the past decade. Goals for increasing college completion have led to a range of policies and reforms across the country. “The completion agenda is not merely about increasing numbers of college degrees; it is also about ensuring that the historical inequalities in college completion among demographic and economic groups are mitigated” (Karp, 2015, p. 108). The completion agenda gained momentum through multiple initiatives and funding from organizations such as the Lumina Foundation and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (Cohen et al., 2014; White, 2022).
[bookmark: _Hlk127704959]Governor Phil Bredesen signed into law the Complete College Tennessee Act (CCTA) of 2010 (Meehan & Kent, 2020). The College Completion Act of 2010 is a comprehensive reform agenda for Tennessee Higher Education that links the state’s higher education to its economic development (THEC, 2020). Tennessee’s efforts to increase college completion rates through funding models, academic scheduling, and financial aid are shown through the Complete College Act and the Complete to Compete initiatives (Tennessee Office of the Governor, 2018a; Tennessee Office of the Governor, 2018b). A performance-based funding model for public institutions was established by the Complete College Act of 2010 and is based on student outcomes like retention and degrees attained (Tennessee Office of the Governor, 2018a; Tennessee Office of the Governor, 2018b). In order to help students graduate on time, the 2018 Complete College Tennessee Act codified the Complete to Compete initiative, which built on this through reorganized financial aid and required structured, program-based schedules (Tennessee Office of the Governor, 2018a; Tennessee Office of the Governor, 2018b). Tennessee developed a new master plan through this legislation to implement the outcomes-based funding model, as well as to hold higher education institutions accountable for increased attainment, retention, and completion rates (THEC, n.d.-a).
[bookmark: _Hlk207982948]Over the past decade, the Tennessee Higher Education Commission has constructed a master plan that focuses on the CCTA and college completion and builds on that foundation with the Drive to 55 initiatives, aligning with Tennessee's goal to achieve 55% post-secondary educational attainment by 2025 (TBR, n.d.-b). Governor Bill Haslam’s Drive to 55 college completion agenda is not only a mission for higher education but also a mission for the future workforce and economic development. (THEC, 2020). The Drive to 55 core components includes Tennessee Promise, Tennessee Reconnect, and the Labor Education Alignment Program (LAEP) (THEC, 2020). 
The Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR), the governing body for the College System of Tennessee, is composed of 24 Colleges of Applied Technology (TCATs), 13 community colleges, and the online TN eCampus (TBR.edu, n.d.-c). Data from the Tennessee 2020 master plan update indicated that community college student enrollment accounts for the largest share of students enrolled in public higher education in Tennessee, at 36% (THEC, 2020). Enrollment across the state at community colleges can be attributed to the state's focus on community colleges at the center of the completion agenda, with initiatives such as the Tennessee Promise, Tennessee Reconnect, and the FOCUS Act of 2016 (Meehan & Kent, 2020). 
Community college student enrollment can also be contributed to the rising number of high school students seeking dual enrollment opportunities that puts them on the fast track to college degree completion (American Association of Community Colleges [AACC], 2019; Dannenberg & Hyslop, 2019; Knox, 2022). Tennessee officials heralded a commitment on higher education with two comprehensive projects aimed directly at raining the educational attainment of Tennesseans (Meehan & Kent, 2020). Tennessee’s postsecondary institutions and state- and system-level organizations instituted policies and initiatives to promote completion and created a thorough plan to achieve the state’s attainment target (Meehan & Kent, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc224458893]Outcomes-Based Funding Formula
The Outcomes-Based Funding (OBF) is a policy approach used to address concerns regarding low on-time graduation rates, complaints of courses not transferring, student debt, and the need for students to take additional terms in their academic programs (Holly & Fulton, 2017). Outcomes-based funding models are designed to focus on student success, measured by retention and completion efforts, not just enrollment (Holly & Fulton, 2017). 
	Tennessee public colleges and universities are funded based on performance in several areas using the outcomes-based funding formula (Testa, 2017; THEC, n.d.-b). Community College outcomes include: 12, 24, and 36 credit-hour accumulation milestones; dual enrollment; associate degrees produced; long-term certificates (one-to two-year certificates); short-term certificates (less than one-year certificates); job placements; transfers out with 12 hours; workforce training; degrees and certificates per 100 full-time equivalent (FTE) students. (Podesta et al., 2020). Raw data from 2018 to 2020, presented by Podesta et al. (2020), show dual enrollment with 19,804 of the total outcomes for all community colleges. Dual enrollment remains a crucial component of the outcomes-based funding formula for community colleges (THEC, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc224458894]Early Postsecondary Opportunities and Ready Graduate Indicator
Early Postsecondary Opportunities (EPSOs) are opportunities for high school students to obtain postsecondary credits while still in high school. EPSOs in Tennessee include Advanced Placement (AP), Cambridge (CIE), College Level Exam Program (CLEP), Dual Enrollment (DE), International Baccalaureate (IB), Local Dual Credit (LDC), Statewide Dual Credit (SDC), and Industry Certification (IC) (TDOE, n.d.-c). While the Statewide Dual Credit (SDC) courses proved to be a valuable EPSO for the state, the SDC will be phased out by the Tennessee Department of Education, fall 2025 due to greater student success of other EPSOs including Dual Enrollment (TDOE, n.d.-i). The phase out should provide greater access to other EPSOs, such as dual enrollment, to more efficiently meet student needs in college preparation and career (TDOE, n.d.-i). Giani et al. (2014) analysis of dual credit in Texas revealed that both advanced and dual credit courses improved college outcomes; however, in all core academic disciplines except foreign languages, estimates for the continuous dual credit course variables were higher than those for the advanced variables. These findings imply that dual enrollment courses frequently offer students more advantages than advanced courses in the same areas (Giani et al., 2014).
Dual credit programs were implemented in 1972 in Syracuse, New York, through a program called Project Advance, as an alternative design to keep students engaged and address senioritis, thereby transitioning them from high school to college (Edmonds, 2016; Kim et al., 2006). Early targets of the program were high-achieving students, which expanded to include all qualified high school seniors for college-level coursework (Kim et al., 2006). Early program terminology included “concurrent” and “dual credit” (CCRC, 2024).  The establishment of concurrent enrollment was a relationship between school districts, schools, and higher education institutions for students who had completed the bulk of their high school coursework and could begin gaining college credit (Edmonds, 2016).
Tennessee has established Ready Graduate, which is an accountability metric used to measure the percentage of students who earn a high school diploma and reach milestones of success that increase the probability of enrollment into college, (TDOE, 2021a). EPSOs are included within the four Ready Graduate criteria. Ready Graduate is one indicator used by the state to meet the requirements of the federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) (TDOE, 2021b). Dual enrollment is one of the eight EPSOs recognized by the Tennessee Department of Education, which are part of the accountability metric (TDOE, n.d.-d; TDOE, 2021b). 
According to the Tennessee Department of Education’s website on early postsecondary opportunities, “research has shown that students who participate in early postsecondary courses are more likely to enroll and persist in postsecondary environments” (TDOE, n.d.-c). The expansion of EPSOs are one tactic states employed to solve the twin challenges of raising post-secondary attainment rates and lowering academic under preparedness among college-bound students (Hemelt & Swiderski, 2022). More students from a variety of backgrounds across the nation are participating in high school accelerated learning programs that grant college-level credit (Martinez et al., 2018). EPSOs can benefit high schools’ educational goals, help bridge the gap between high schools and colleges, and contribute as a strategy to increase college success (Tennessee SCORE, 2023). In an attempt to address issues with systems, Tennessee was the first state to create its own program (Hemelt & Swiderski, 2022). According to state law, Texas public school districts must provide students with the chance to earn at least 12 college credit hours through Advanced Placement (AP), International Baccalaureate (IB), or dual enrollment courses (Martinez, et al., 2018). “No longer is it solely a high school enrichment program; rather, it becomes a tool in the larger effort to ensure that all U.S. students have the opportunity to obtain a college credential” (Karp, 2015, p. 109). Dual enrollment and the community college are key tools in the toolbox for success to meet today’s challenges as dual enrollment growth is especially prevalent at community college across states, showing a strong source of post-high-school enrollments (Velasco et al., 2024). 
It has long been a practice in American high schools to give students early access to college courses through Advanced Placement (AP) or Dual enrollment opportunities (Edmunds et al., 2017). Given its significance to the American economy, educational leaders and legislators have made college readiness a top focus (Kolluri, 2018). One approach to improve academic readiness for post-secondary education is to allow high school students access to college-level work, which can expose them to college standards, expectations, and material and allow them to earn college credits (Hemelt & Swiderski, 2022). Advanced Placement and Dual enrollment are two of the largest college acceleration programs intended to help students get a jump start in college (Xu et al., 2021). Dual enrollment programs differ from Advanced Placement programs in several ways, despite the fact that they are frequently compared (Martinez et al., 2018). High school students can enroll in courses offered by nearby colleges through dual enrollment while advanced placement is a national program of standardized college-level courses intended to be taught in high schools (Hemelt & Swiderski, 2022), as well as a required optional exam to receive credit for the course (Speroni, 2011). Advanced Placement and dual enrollment programs serve different populations (Clayton, 2021).
At one time these programs were only available to academically advanced students. They now serve a more diverse population of students with more access for middle and low-achieving students (Speroni, 2011). While markedly popular, barriers and racial gaps for both remain (Xu et al., 2021). Xu et al., (2021) reported notable geographic disparities between the rates of Advanced Placement and dual enrollment engagement. Advanced Placement participation seems to be overrepresented in more metropolitan and coastal areas, whereas dual enrollment participation is centered in the middle of the nation (Xu et al., 2021). 
To achieve the increase in educational attainment, educational institutions can no longer focus solely on the historically prepared, college-ready students. Instead, “community colleges and secondary schools must move past their focus on high-achieving high school students and implement programs and services to help prepare underserved student populations” (Jones, 2017, p. 80). Because of their initial purpose to create an open-access educational system, community colleges may provide underrepresented students with experiences in the college classroom without the financial implications of private schools and universities (Kisker, 2023). “Students underprepared for college-level work must be provided with a pathway to collegiate study” (Kisker, 2023, p. 37). This is a shift to a “student-ready” culture to educate and support people, “regardless of the assets and advantages they bring or the challenges and barriers they face” (Kisker, 2023, p. 37). Jones stated, “those who are proponents of community colleges identify them as the institutions that are the most nimble, dynamic, and responsive to change and can meet training and workforce challenges much quicker than their 4-year counterparts” (Jones, 2017, p. 75). The unique focus of the community college creates an opportunity to be responsive to the needs of the community and a population of students who may have been previously overlooked. 
[bookmark: _Hlk207369168][bookmark: _Toc224458895]Dual Enrollment
Dual enrollment, a program mainly for high school juniors and seniors that enables students to enroll in postsecondary courses to receive college credit while still in high school, has been shown to benefit students (An & Taylor, 2019; Grub et al., 2017; Jones, 2014; Kanny, 2015; Karp & Hughes, 2008). Traditionally, dual enrollment was geared toward high-achieving students who seemed to be “college-ready”. However, Karp (2012) pointed toward research that even academically proficient students struggled to persist in college, which was an indicator that college readiness involves more than just academic skill. These early program initiatives offered to students historically demonstrate implementation at the local level, especially by community colleges (Kim et al., 2006).
Dual enrollment is one early postsecondary opportunities (EPSOs) that can provide many benefits to a student toward postsecondary education such as to earn college credit while still in high school, experience the rigor and expectations of postsecondary education, increase confidence and skills needed for postsecondary education, help make informed decisions related to postsecondary and career choices, and reduce costs and time to completion of a postsecondary degree or certificate (TDOE, n.d.-b).
There are many steps for a student along the pathway to college completion. Karp (2015) addresses the “leaky pipeline” and how students “leak out” at key transition points from high school until postsecondary degree completion. Dual enrollment is a powerful college completion strategy that facilitates restructuring between secondary and postsecondary institutions, encourages collaboration, and effectively reduces “leaks” in the pipeline of key transition points on a student’s path to degree completion (Karp, 2015). Fink et al. (2017) focused their report on students who took dual enrollment courses through community colleges because, nationally, those institutions provide the majority of dual enrollment offerings.
	These programs help to jumpstart students’ education by allowing them to take college courses while still in high school (CCRC, n.d.). Students participating in dual enrollment have the opportunity to earn college credits, mainly during their junior and senior years of high school (College for TN, n.d.). Dual enrollment courses must be taught by postsecondary faculty or credentialed adjunct faculty. They may be offered online, at a partnered high school or at a postsecondary institution (TDOE, n.d.-b).
Community colleges account for 39% of all U.S. undergraduate students (American Association of Community Colleges [AACC], 2025). Notably, historically underrepresented students are enrolled at community colleges at significant levels. For example, 32% were first-generation students, 23% of students had a disability, and 13% were single parents (AACC, 2025). During the 2022-23 academic year, high school students accounted for 20.4% of the unduplicated headcount (AACC, 2025). For students with barriers to education, community colleges have provided opportunities for degree attainment (Bonilla & Minaya, 2024). Cho & Karp (2013) noted that academic preparation is one degree completion barrier for community college students as entering students are more likely to require at least one developmental course. Research shows that dual enrollment at the community college level often reduces the need for remedial coursework, subsequently supporting higher rates of timely degree completion (Grub et al., 2017). Dual enrollment has been established as a key tool in the effort to ease the transition for high school student populations who were once considered underrepresented in colleges (Ganga, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc224458896]Benefits of Dual Enrollment
The benefits of dual enrollment have been well documented by research (An & Taylor, 2019; Cassidy et al., 2010; Karp & Hughes, 2008; Lile, et al., 2018). High school dual enrollment students may experience a variety of potential benefits from the program. The identified benefits include a timelier completion of a degree, reduction of financial burden and student debt, a rigorous academic experience, connection of the high school student to higher education, an opportunity to practice the role of a college student which will help with the transition to college, and reduction in remediation (Fink et al., 2017; Grubb et al., 2017; Karp, 2012; Karp & Hughes, 2008; Young, 2021). Karp and Hughes’ (2008) findings provided a “promising picture” of dual enrollment as an encouraging strategy for student access and persistence in postsecondary education. 
When looking at the participation in dual enrollment, the primary research agenda among studies that focus on students as the unit of analysis is the influence of dual enrollment on educational outcomes (An & Taylor, 2019). Outcomes such as total earned college credits, early persistence, full-time attendance, and grade point average (GPA), indicate that dual enrollment can help students graduate more quickly (Schaller et al., 2025). Research has shown that college students who took dual enrollment courses showed a range of benefits including improved grade point averages (Schaller et al., 2025), shorter time to completion (Burns et al., 2019; Schaller et al., 2025), and higher completion rates (Burns et al., 2019; Schaller et al., 2025). Kentucky Council on Postsecondary Education (2020) reported dual enrollment students were more likely to earn a 3.0 or higher GPA in their first year of college (60 percent) compared to their non-dual enrollment peers (50.8 percent). Findings imply the possible advantages of dual enrollment participation appear to convert into early academic momentum that support students on their higher education path after they are enrolled in college (Wang et al., 2015). Data revealed higher degree completion rates for full-time students than their part-time peers (Klempin et al., 2025). Enrollment intensity is a major factor in time to degree completion (Klempin et al., 2025). Klempin et al. (2025) noted that students are less likely to complete a degree the longer they are enrolled. This can also lead to increased student debt due to reduced financial aid, additional fees, and lost wages (Klempin et al., 2025). 
Dual enrollment has shown to improve student success, increase enrollment at postsecondary institutions, student persistence, and time to completion (Irwin, 2018). Dual enrollment has been the fastest-growing sector of community colleges in Tennessee with a 68% increase from fall 2015 to fall 2022 across Tennessee’s community and technical colleges (TBR, 2023). Fink et al. (2017) reported that the vast majority of dual enrollment students matriculated to college after high school. Although numbers varied by state, 47% of dual enrollment students ages 18-20 matriculated to the host community college. While variation was seen among states, data show that more than one-half of dual enrollment students nationally are matriculating to community colleges first (Fink et al. 2017). 
Student retention is an important metric of student success used for some institutions’ funding levels and rank. Georgia uses retention as a metric for state funding levels and has the Complete College Georgia Initiative, which applies a momentum approach for first-year students identified as the “Momentum Year,” which includes a starting point to find their path, getting on the path, and moving toward goals to help students succeed (Complete College Georgia [CCG], 2021). Community college completion showed strong outcomes for former dual enrollment students in several states such as Florida, Minnesota, and Mississippi (CCG, 2021). Findings from Schaller et al. (2025) showed a substantive impact on student persistence from the first to second year of college. Data from a 2023 student cohort revealed higher persistence and retention percentage for full-time first spring (92.1 percent) and fall to fall (84.4 percent) students compared to substantial disadvantages of lower percentages in both first spring (67.4 percent) and fall to fall (53.2 percent) of their part-time peers (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2025). The Kentucky Council on Postsecondary Education (2020) data reported dual enrollment students were more likely to persist to a second year of college (92.2 percent) compared to students who did not participate in dual enrollment (90.1 percent). 
Dual enrollment programs have become a pivotal strategy in enhancing student achievement and streamlining the path to college degree completion (Liu et al., 2020; Moreno et al., 2021). These initiatives allow high school students to undertake college-level coursework that may increase academic rigor (Gallardo, 2025), earning credits that can apply to postsecondary education (CCRC, 2024); programs that may bridge the gap between high school and college (Gallardo, 2025). Dual enrollment participation has been linked to an increased likelihood of degree attainment and a shorter time to complete a bachelor’s degree (Melons et al., 2022). Velasco et al. (2024) found dual enrollment growth across states, especially at community colleges, showed a 46% increase from fall 2015 to fall 2015 with an additional 18% growth from fall 2021 to fall 2023. Velasco et al. also found 42% of dual enrollment students completed a college award within four years of high school graduation (Velasco et al., 2024). Research found that the “overwhelming majority of DE students who matriculated in college after high school enrolled first in their DE institution” (Pretlow et al., 2021, p. 766). These findings suggest that dual enrollment facilitates a smoother transition from high school to college and contributes to long-term academic success (Fink et al., 2017). 
Grub et al. (2017) reported that dual enrollment has been shown to benefit students at the community college level in that participants tended to avoid remediation and experience a higher rate of timely completion. State legislation such as the Complete College TN Act, Complete to Compete initiative, Tennessee Promise, Tennessee Reconnect, Governor’s Investment in Vocational Education (GIVE) Act, Supporting Access in Rural Counties (SPARC), and the Tennessee Education Freedom Act help to provide access for Tennessee students (THEC, 2020; THEC, 2022). Tennessee’s Dual Enrollment Grant amendment expanded eligibility requirements to for high school sophomores (Tennessee State Government, 2026). Although dual enrollment programs present a promising avenue for enhancing educational outcomes and expediting degree attainment (Fink et al., 2017; Liu et al., 2020; Moreno et al., 2021; Taylor et al., 2022; Velasco et al., 2024), ongoing research and policy efforts are necessary to address challenges related to course quality and equitable access (Taylor et al., 2022). By confronting these issues, dual enrollment can more effectively serve as an equitable bridge to higher education for a diverse range of students (Taylor et al., 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc224458897]Challenges of Dual Enrollment
Dual enrollment programs, which allow high school students to take college-level courses and earn credit prior to graduation, have expanded rapidly across the United States, especially for community college enrollment (CCRC, 2024). 
The research is clear: dual enrollment is an evidence-based practice that has broad positive impacts on student outcomes, including college enrollment and completion. It is prevalent nationwide, and widely supported by students, parents, and education policymakers and practitioners. If implemented thoughtfully, intentionally, and equitably, the benefits to students’ college and career pathways can be significant. (Taylor et al., 2022, p. 2)
 While widely praised for promoting college readiness and accelerated degree completion, these programs are not without challenges. Early access to college courses through Advanced Placement (AP) or dual enrollment opportunities has become popular among American high schools (Edmunds et al., 2017). Mixed findings have been reported by researchers looking into the relationship between these early access courses and postsecondary outcomes; some have identified favorable associations with postsecondary enrollment and performances while others found none (Edmunds et al., 2017). While research in dual enrollment outcomes has shown a steady increase in enrollment and student outcomes, Velasco et al. (2024) reported substantial “state-by-state” differences in student outcomes with recommendations for states and institutions to expand access and broaden benefits for student success, particularly underrepresented groups. Fink et al. (2022) reported that access to dual enrollment is uneven, which means students most likely to benefit form a head start in college are frequently unable to take advantage of the opportunities.
[bookmark: _Hlk207353278]Velasco et al. (2024) found that students from low-income backgrounds, as well as Black and Hispanic students, are underrepresented in dual enrollment programs. Yet, low-income, Black, and Hispanic dual enrollees showed stronger rates of completion than non-dual enrollment participants (Velasco et al., 2024). With the many successes of dual enrollment, research has shown unequal access of historically underrepresented students to the many benefits of those participating in the programs (Taylor et al., 2022). The diverse population growth in the United States is not reflected in all areas of higher education (Thiem & Dasgupta, 2022). Individuals from low-income or working-class families, first-generation college students, and members of historically marginalized groups—such as Black, Hispanic, and Indigenous people—remain underrepresented in higher education (Thiem & Dasgupta, 2022). Thiem & Dasgupta (2022) related a common underlying cause can begin in elementary and secondary education. They noted since municipal property taxes in the United States are used to fund K-12 schools, affluent neighborhoods with high-value residential and commercial properties contribute to a larger tax base, thus larger support for the public schools (Thiem & Dasgupta, 2022). Communities with lower tax revenues may result in less funding that can result in larger classes, fewer qualified teachers, fewer advanced placement courses, less enrichment programs, dilapidated facilities and classrooms, in turn, setting the stage for continuous hurdles in an already barriered educational opportunity (Thiem & Dasgupta, 2022). Cultural mismatch, teacher biases, low instructor expectations, and negative academic stereotypes can contribute to the long list of barriers and can often be interrelated and compounding, especially for historically marginalized groups during transitional periods. (Thiem & Dasgupta, 2022). Barriers to college may also include insufficient social capital—probably most evident in first-generation college students—as well as negative academic stereotypes (Thiem & Dasgupta, 2022). Additional root causes identified include lack of advising and support, lack of awareness, and financial constraints (Lee & Villarreal, 2023; Mann, 2023), all of which contribute to lower participation rates for Black and Latinx students compared with their White and Asian peers (Lee & Villarreal, 2023).
According to Fink (2024), almost 2.5 million high school students enrolled in at least one dual enrollment course at a college or university during the 2022-2023 academic year with community college dual enrollment at 1.78 million, representing 21% of total undergraduate enrollment. Research indicated that approximately 70% of dual enrollment courses were offered through community colleges (CCRC, 2024). Although there were notable variations in dual enrollment between states, 37 community colleges across the United States had at least 50% of their enrollment contributed to dual enrollment students (Fink, 2024). Hispanic or Latino students made up 20% of dual enrollment, while Black and Hispanic students made up 8%, making them underrepresented nationally (Fink, 2024). Fink (2024) reported that men were underrepresented nationally at 43%. About 900,000 or one-third of dual enrollment students was recorded in the top 5 states for dual enrollment, which included California, Texas, New York, Indiana, and Florida (Fink, 2024). IPEDS data revealed the largest representation of Black dual enrollment students were in Texas, Florida, and Georgia while California, Texas, and Florida showed the largest number of Hispanic or Latino dual enrollment students (Fink, 2024).  
The expansion of dual enrollment growth has arguably had the greatest significant impact on students’ access to college-level education and their chances for high-quality learning and development (Taylor et al., 2022). Disparities in access and affordability to dual enrollment opportunities persist, especially among underrepresented and low-income student populations (Ganga, 2024; Lee & Villarreal, 2023). Addressing these equity issues is critical to ensure access so that all students can benefit from the advantages that dual enrollment programs offer, not just the high-achieving (Fink & Jenkins, 2023; Jones, 2014; Zinth & Barnett, 2018). The cumulative benefits of increasing college access could result in more Americans earning college degrees who can support their local economies and communities (Taylor et al., 2022).
The academic eligibility requirements can be a significant barrier to many (Fink et al., 2022). According to Fink et al. (2022) placement rules must prioritize diversity and be supported by initiatives to expand outreach to underrepresented populations, provide academic advising support, and employ high-quality instruction if they are to fulfill their potential in promoting equity in dual enrollment. The academic eligibility requirements for participation in a dual enrollment program were the same as the admission standards for college students among forty-six percent of postsecondary institutions across the Unites States (Marken et al., 2013). In order for high school students to participate in a dual enrollment program, 60% of institutions reported that a minimum grade point average (GPA) was necessary; while 45% percent required passing a college placement test, 41% percent required a letter of recommendation, and forty-three percent required a minimum score on a standardized test (Marken et al., 2013). Student eligibility requirements vary among states and from institution to institution. 
The Education Commission of the States 50-State Comparison reported student eligibility criteria varied from a minimum of a student in grades 9-12 and permission of a high school official to more stringent requirements of college readiness assessments, institution-specific entrance requirements, course prerequisites, personalized student learning plans, and specialized required for CTE students (Education Commission of the States, 2022). With disproportionate effects on low-income students and communities of color, dual enrollment is a possible tool for tackling the pandemic-exacerbated college access and attainment dilemma (Fink et al., 2022). Many states made a temporary shift during the Covid-19 pandemic for placement test waivers or special exceptions to policies (Fink et al., 2022). Florida and Ohio discovered that the transition from test-based placement to high school grade-based placement increased access without significantly altering students’ course outcomes (Fink et al., 2022). To increase the advantages of dual enrollment, the state of Ohio passed legislation in 2017 that created the Innovative Programs (IP) policy, which permitted certain high school and college partnerships to waive test-based eligibility requirements—a commonly cited obstacle to equitable access—in order to support and expand outreach for students who are underrepresented in the state’s dual enrollment programs (Sparks et al., 2024). According to research, the IP approach increased the involvement of Black and Hispanic students, yet resulted in contradictory consequences on post-high school college enrollment, despite the fact that the policy’s adoption improved access without changing course outcomes (Sparks et al., 2024). The finding pointed to the need for sufficient academic, financial, and advising resources to support students’ success both within and outside of dual enrollment courses (Sparks et al., 2024) 
Another concern is the potential academic risk for students who are not adequately prepared for college-level work. Low-income students tend to enter college underprepared academically compared to their higher income peers (Bettinger et al., 2022). Poor performance in a dual enrollment course could result in a permanent college transcript grade, which may negatively affect a student’s college GPA, financial aid eligibility, or admission to selective institutions (CCRC, 2012). In addition, failure in a dual enrollment course may jeopardize high school graduation if the course fulfills a core requirement (Florida Department of Education [FLDOE], n.d.; TDOE, 2023). 
Questions about course quality and instructional consistency are also common. Dual enrollment courses may vary in rigor depending on whether they are taught on the high school campus or at the college, and by whom they are taught (Ryu et al., 2024). Without standardized oversight, the quality and depth of instruction may differ, raising concerns about whether students are adequately prepared for future college coursework (Ryu et al., 2024). Ensuring that these courses maintain the rigor and standards of traditional college classes is essential for their credibility and effectiveness (CCRC, 2012). 
Another challenge lies in communication. Ineffective or inconsistent communication among students, high school counselors, college advisors, and instructors can cause confusion about academic expectations, credit transferability, and student support services (Pretlow & Patteson, 2015). Considerable concern is raised on the transferability, or lack thereof (Pretlow & Patteson, 2015; Taylor et al., 2015). As Mowreader (2023) presented that many students report a lack of awareness of guidance and accurate advising. Johnson et al. (2024) noted that participants who had taken dual enrollment, particularly first-generation students, had minimal familiarity with college processes such as admissions and financial aid, thus presenting gaps in knowledge about the college process. However, Lile et al. (2018) reported that quality and reliable counseling support at both the high school and community college levels contributed to successful navigation of expectations and course demands. Martinez et al. (2018) noted the need for school leaders’ contribution to the development of more cohesive dual enrollment pathways. 	
The expansion of dual enrollment programs has the potential to increase college and career opportunities for high school students nationwide, as evidenced by decades of research showing the favorable effects of dual enrollment curriculum on high school and postsecondary results (Fink, 2024). However, Black, Hispanic, low-income, and other underrepresented populations continue to face barriers to dual enrollment, which keeps these programs from reaching their full potential (Fink, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc224458898]Chapter Summary
	Chapter 2 provides a comprehensive review of the literature, focusing on the significance of dual enrollment programs in fostering student success and expediting the college degree attainment process. The research underscores the positive impact of dual enrollment, with Grub et al. (2017) highlighting its efficacy in aiding community college students, steering them away from remediation and towards more timely completions. The literature review also outlines the conceptual framework for the study, employing Schlossberg’s Transition from high school to higher education, readiness, success, and completion.
	The historical backdrop is explored, tracing the roots of community colleges in the early 20th century, propelled by the demand for skilled workers, an extended period of adolescence, and the pursuit of social equality and increased access to higher education. The evolving role of community colleges is discussed in the context of contemporary pressures, including demands for performance and accountability from federal, state, and local entities, as well as the societal, parental, and student expectations for accessible and affordable quality education. An examination of Tennessee’s higher education landscape is made, highlighting the significance of the Complete College Tennessee Act (CCTA) and the Drive to 55 initiatives in shaping the state’s educational reform. The focus on outcomes-based funding and early postsecondary opportunities further sets the stage for the subsequent exploration of dual enrollment in Tennessee.
	While widely praised for promoting college readiness and accelerated degree completion, dual enrollment programs are not without challenges. The chapter concludes with an examination of the challenges and criticisms of dual enrollment highlighting potential barriers and a call for greater access, especially for underrepresented groups. 




[bookmark: _Toc224458899]Chapter 3. Research Method
The purpose of this non-experimental quantitative study was to compare the relationship of dual enrollment to completion rates at a Tennessee community college. I focused on of first-time, full-time students at a community college who completed at least one dual-enrollment course compared to those students who did not complete at least one dual enrollment course and relationships between completion rates, grade point average (GPA), enrollment status (part-time or full-time), retention rate (fall to spring; fall to fall), academic credits (30 or more semester credits), and academic credits (number earned at the end of their freshman year). I used the 2017 through 2021 cohorts which included 6,969 students using archival quantitative data analysis. Graduation was measured by completion of an associate degree or certificate within 3 years (150%) (IPEDS, n.d.). Because high school students must have a GPA of 3.0 to 4.0 and an ACT of 21 or greater to be eligible for dual enrollment, only students that met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in the final sample. Therefore, only students that participated in dual enrollment and non-dual enrollment students who met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in my study. A total of 2,078 students met the study criteria for inclusion. This chapter contains research questions and null hypotheses, instrumentation, population, data collection, data analysis, validity and reliability, ethical considerations, and chapter summary.
[bookmark: _Toc224458900]Research Questions and Null Hypotheses
[bookmark: _Hlk207712190][bookmark: _Hlk205033004]Research questions for this non-experimental, quantitative study were used to investigate the relationship between dual enrollment students and graduation rates at a Tennessee community college. The research questions and null hypotheses are:
[bookmark: _Hlk204603060]Research Question 1: For first-time, full-time, community college students, is there a significant relationship between graduating within 3 years (150%) and completing at least one dual enrollment course in high school?
Ho1: There is no significant difference for first-time, full-time, community college students graduating within 3 years (150%) and completing at least one dual enrollment course in high school.
Research Question 2: Is there a significant difference in the college GPA at the end of year one between first-time, full-time, community college students who completed at least one dual enrollment course in high school and those students who did not participate in dual enrollment?
Ho2: There is no significant difference in the college GPA at the end of year one between first-time, full-time, community college students who completed at least one dual enrollment course in high school and those students who did not participate in dual enrollment.
[bookmark: _Hlk205202383][bookmark: _Hlk208761309]Research Question 3: Is there a significant difference in the enrollment status (part-time or full-time) between students that participated in dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment?
	Ho3: There is no significant difference in the enrollment status (part-time or full-time) between students that participated in dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment?
Research Question 4: Is there a significant difference in retention rate (fall to spring) between students who took dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment?
Ho4: There is no significant difference in retention rate (fall to spring) between students who took dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment.
Research Question 5: Is there a significant difference in retention rate (fall to fall) between students who took dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment?
Ho5: There is no significant difference in retention rate (fall to fall) between students who took dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment.
Research Question 6: Is there a significant relationship between earning 30 or more semester credits during their first year of enrollment between dual enrollment status and non-dual enrollment status?
Ho6: There is no significant relationship between earning 30 or more semester credits during their first year of enrollment between dual enrollment status and non-dual enrollment status.
Research Question 7: Is there a significant difference in the number of academic credits earned at the end of their freshman year between students that participated in dual enrollment and students that did not participate in dual enrollment while in high school?
Ho7: There is no significant difference in the number of academic credits earned at the end of their freshman year between students that participated in dual enrollment and students that did not participate in dual enrollment while in high school.
[bookmark: _Hlk160096649][bookmark: _Toc224458901]Data Source
[bookmark: _Hlk133745652]This quantitative research data source was the use of archival data through a Tennessee community college’s office of Institutional Effectiveness and Compliance (IEC). The IEC uses the BANNER Student Information System (SIS) as well as the Institutional Fact Book. The BANNER database system is a secure database system of the Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR). This ensured secure, reliable, and valid data for this research. Data are regarded as accurate due to official records that were maintained by the college. The current version of SPSS 30 was used for statistical software. I tracked student cohorts on the 150% of normal time graduation rate calculated through the college, which refers to those students graduating within three years with an associate degree or certificate. Because of the use of archival data from the Banner database system, data were secure, consistent, and reliable for the study. Information was coded; therefore, no personal identifiable information was used. To guarantee the security and privacy of the received data, data files were kept on a password-protected computer. 
[bookmark: _Toc224458902]Population
[bookmark: _Hlk160190133]The population for this study included first-time, full-time students at a Tennessee community college, governed by the Tennessee Board of Regents. Data were limited to students who completed at least one dual-enrollment course compared to those students who did not complete at least one dual enrollment course. The study used the 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2021 cohorts which included 6,969 students. All students first-time, full-time were categorized as either dual enrollment or non-dual enrollment. Because high school students must have a GPA of 3.0 to 4.0 and an ACT of 21 or greater to be eligible for dual enrollment, only students that met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in the final sample. Therefore, only students that participated in dual enrollment and non-dual enrollment students who met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in my study. A total of 2,078 students met the study criteria for inclusion. Subgroups included dual enrollment completion versus non-dual enrollment completion, grade point average (GPA), enrollment status (part-time or full-time), retention rate (fall to spring), retention rate (fall to fall), academic credits (30 or more semester credits), and academic credits (number earned at the end of their freshman year).
[bookmark: _Toc224458903]Data Collection
[bookmark: _Hlk119065841]Data were requested and collected from the participating colleges’ BANNER system under the Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR) for the 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2021 cohorts which included 6,969 students. Because high school students must have a GPA of 3.0 to 4.0 and an ACT of 21 or greater to be eligible for dual enrollment, only students that met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in the final sample. Therefore, only students that participated in dual enrollment and non-dual enrollment students who met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in my study. A total of 2,078 students met the study criteria for inclusion. The secure data were collected with relevant, credible, and accurate data from the secure system, received with no identifiable information, and stored on a personal, password protected computer. The IRB process was completed for East Tennessee State University and the Tennessee community college as well as approval forms required of the IEC Data Request & Approval Form at the participating institution. 
[bookmark: _Toc224458904]Data Analysis
This non-experimental, quantitative study used statistical analysis for research questions which included the use of chi-square analysis for Research Question 1 and Research Questions 3 through 6 to compare the groups to test for significant relationships. The variables included as followed: Research Question 1 first-time, full- time cohort (year), dual enrollment status (yes, no), Research Question 3 enrollment status (part-time or full-time), Research Question 4 retention rate (fall to spring), Research Question 5 retention rate (fall to fall), and Research Question 6 academic credits (30 or more semester credits during their first year of enrollment). Independent t-test were used for Research Question 2 to compare mean GPA scores and Research Question 7 to compare the number of academic credits earned at the end of their freshman year between. An alpha level set at .05 was used to establish the statistical significance of each analysis. 
[bookmark: _Toc224458905]Ethical Considerations
“Research ethics are focused on what is morally proper and improper when engaged with participants or when accessing archival data” (McMillian & Schumacher, 2010, p. 117). Archival data were used through the institution’s office of Institutional Effectiveness and Compliance (IEC) where data was collected through the BANNER Student Information System as well as the Institutional Fact Book. Data represented the 2017 through 2021 cohorts which include 6,969 students. Graduation was measured by completion of an associate degree or certificate within 3 years (150%) (IPEDS, n.d.). Because high school students must have a GPA of 3.0 to 4.0 and an ACT of 21 or greater to be eligible for dual enrollment, only students that met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in the final sample. Therefore, only students that participated in dual enrollment and non-dual enrollment students who met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in my study. A total of 2,078 students met the study criteria for inclusion. McMillian and Schumacher noted that secondary data is that which has already been collected. To ensure privacy, the researcher should use the following three practices: (1) anonymity, (2) confidentiality, and (3) appropriate storing of data (McMillian & Schumacher, 2010).  Anonymity was maintained as secure; archival data did not contain personal, identifiable information. Data were collected through the TBR BANNER secure system, coded for anonymity, confidentiality maintained, and properly stored through a password protected file. 
[bookmark: _Toc224458906]Chapter Summary
This chapter included research questions and null hypothesis, instrumentation, population, data collection, data analysis, validity and reliability, ethical considerations, and chapter summary. Archival data were collected from the college’s office of Institutional Effectiveness and Compliance (IEC) where I utilized the Banner Student Information System as well as the Institutional Fact Book. Data were collected for first-time, full-time students who attended a Tennessee community college using the 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2021 cohorts which included 6,969 students. Graduation was measured by completion of an associate degree or certificate within 3 years (150%) (IPEDS, n.d.). Because high school students must have a GPA of 3.0 to 4.0 and an ACT of 21 or greater to be eligible for dual enrollment, only students that met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in the final sample. Therefore, only students that participated in dual enrollment and non-dual enrollment students who met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in my study. A total of 2,078 students met the study criteria for inclusion. Results of the analysis are included in Chapter 4, with Chapter 5 providing conclusions drawn from findings, implications, and a summary of results.



[bookmark: _Hlk221786477][bookmark: _Toc224458907]Chapter 4. Findings
The purpose of this quantitative study was to determine if there are relationships between dual enrollment and completion rates at a Tennessee community college. Subgroups included dual enrollment completion versus non-dual enrollment completion, grade point average (GPA), enrollment status (part-time or full-time), retention rate (fall to spring), retention rate (fall to fall), academic credits (30 or more semester credits), and academic credits (number earned at the end of their freshman year). Archival data were used from a Tennessee community college governed by the Tennessee Board of Regents. The findings of this study may contribute to a better understanding of the effectiveness of dual enrollment as a strategy to support timely degree completion, inform institutional practices, and policy decisions related to early postsecondary opportunities. The sections included in the chapter provide descriptive data, research questions, and the findings. 
[bookmark: _Toc224458908]Population
There were 6,969 first-time, full-time students registered at the participating community college during the three-year time period of this study (fall 2017 through spring 2021). Because high school students must have a GPA of 3.0 to 4.0 and an ACT of 21 or greater to be eligible for dual enrollment, only students that met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in the final sample. Therefore, only students that participated in dual enrollment and non-dual enrollment students who met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in my study. This distinction is important because it allowed for the comparison of students with similar academic backgrounds to be analyzed in each of the research questions. A total of 2,078 students met the study criteria for inclusion. Dual enrollment students made up 44% of the sample and 56% were non-dual enrollment students. The population included 59% females and 41% males. Ninety-one percent of the study population were White, 3.6% Hispanic or Latino, 0.7% Black, and 4.7% other. Twenty-three percent of the student population were Supporting Access in Rural Counties (SPARC) students and 77% were not SPARC students. Pell eligible students represented 56% of the population and non-Pell eligible made up 44%. First generation students made up 42% of the study population while 58% were not first generation. See Table 1 for the demographic data.
Table 1
Characteristics of Study Population by Dual Enrollment Status
	
	Dual Enrollment
	Non-Dual Enrollment
	

	
	N
	%
	N
	%
	Total

	
Population
	
916
	
44.1
	
1162
	
56.9
	
2,078

	
Gender 
Male
	

351
	

38.3
	

506
	

43.5
	

857

	Female
	565
	61.7
	656
	56.5
	1,221

	
Ethnicity
White
	

856
	

93.4
	

1,034
	

89.0
	

1,890

	Hispanic/Latino
	29
	3.2
	47
	4.0
	76

	Black
	1
	.1
	13
	1.1
	14

	Other
	30
	3.3
	68
	5.9
	98

	
SPARC Eligible 
SPARC
	

247
	

27.0
	

233
	

20.1
	

480

	Non-SPARC
	669
	73.0
	929
	79.9
	1598

	
Pell Eligibility 
Pell Eligible
	

473
	

51.6
	

682
	

58.7
	

1155

	Non-Pell Eligible
	443
	48.4
	480
	41.3
	923

	
First Generation Status
First Generation
	

369
	

40.3
	

513
	

44.1
	

882

	Non-First Generation
	547
	59.7
	649
	55.9
	1196


[bookmark: _Toc224458928]Table 1. Characteristics of Study Population by Dual Enrollment Status


[bookmark: _Toc224458909]Dual Enrollment Analysis	
The raw data indicated a few interesting facts about dual enrollment students. Female high school students (62%) were almost twice as likely to participate in dual enrollment than male students (38%). Dual enrollment students were overwhelmingly White (93%). This is not surprising because the service area for the participating community college has a similar racial make-up. Non-SPARC students were almost three times more likely to participate in dual enrollment than SPARC students (73% to 27%). Pell eligible students (52%) and non-Pell eligible students (48%) had similar participation rates in dual enrollment. Finally, non-first-generation college students were more likely to participate (60%) in dual enrollment than first generation college students (40%). 
[bookmark: _Toc224458910]Research Question 1
RQ1: For first-time, full-time, community college students, is there a significant relationship between graduating within 3 years (150%) and completing at least one dual enrollment course in high school?
Ho1: There is no significant difference for first-time, full-time, community college students graduating within 3 years (150%) and completing at least one dual enrollment course in high school.
[bookmark: _Hlk221565824]A two-way contingency table analysis was conducted to evaluate whether there was a significant relationship between dual enrollment participation of first-time, full-time, community college students and graduating within 3 years (150%). The two variables were dual enrollment (no and yes) and graduate (no and yes). Dual enrollment and graduation within three years were found to be significantly related, Pearson χ2(1, N = 2078) = 17.67, p < .001, Cramer’s V = .09. Therefore, the null hypothesis Ho1 was rejected. In general, the results suggest that students who took dual enrollment were significantly more likely to graduate within 3 years than those who did not take dual enrollment. See Figure 1 and Table 2 for visual representation of this finding. 
Figure 1
Graduates by Dual Enrollment Status
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc224458936]Figure 1. Graduates by Dual Enrollment Status
Table 2
Graduates by Dual Enrollment Status
	
	Dual Enrollment Student
	Non-Dual Enrollment Student

	Graduated within 150%
	579
	628

	Did not Graduate Within 150% 
	337
	534

	Total
	916
	1162


[bookmark: _Toc224458929]Table 2. Graduates by Dual Enrollment Status
[bookmark: _Toc224458911]Research Question 2
RQ2: Is there a significant difference in the college GPA at the end of year one between first-time, full-time, community college students who completed at least one dual enrollment course in high school and those students who did not participate in dual enrollment?
Ho2: There is no significant difference in the college GPA at the end of year one between first-time, full-time, community college students who completed at least one dual enrollment course in high school and those students who did not participate in dual enrollment.
An independent-samples t-test was conducted to evaluate if there is a significant difference in the college GPA at the end of year one between first-time, full-time, community college students who completed at least one dual enrollment course in high school and those students who did not participate in dual enrollment. College GPA for first-time, full-time students at the end of year one was the test variable and dual enrollment status (yes, no) was the grouping variable. The Levene’s test for equality of variances was found to be significant (p < .001). Therefore, equal variances were not assumed. The t-test was significant, t(2076) = 8.48, p < .001. The null hypothesis Ho2 was rejected. In general, students in the dual enrollment group had a significantly higher college GPA at the end of year one (M = 3.26, SD = .71) than the non-dual enrollment students at the end of year one (M = 2.89, SD 1.17). The 95% confidence level was -.46 to -.29. The Cohen’s d index was .99 which indicated a large effect size. See Figure 2 and Table 3 for visual representation of this finding. 



Figure 2
End of Freshman Year GPA by Dual Enrollment Status
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc224458937]Figure 2. End of Freshman Year GPA by Dual Enrollment Status
Table 3
End of Freshman Year GPA
	
	N
	M
	SD

	Non-Dual Enrollment
	1162
	2.89
	1.17

	Dual Enrollment
	916
	3.26
	.71


[bookmark: _Toc224458930]Table 3. End of Freshman Year GPA


[bookmark: _Toc224458912]Research Question 3
RQ 3: Is there a significant difference in the enrollment status (part-time or full-time) between students that participated in dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment?
	Ho3: There is no significant difference in the enrollment status (part-time or full-time) between students that participated in dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment?
A two-way contingency table analysis was conducted to evaluate whether there was a significant difference in the enrollment status (part-time or full-time) between students that participated in dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment. The two variables were dual enrollment (no or yes) and enrollment status (part-time or full-time). Dual enrollment and enrollment status were found to be significantly related, Pearson χ2(2, N = 2078) = 6.91, p = .032, Cramer’s V = .06. Therefore, the null hypothesis Ho3 was rejected. In general, the results suggest that students who took dual enrollment were significantly more likely to have full-time enrollment status than those students who did not take dual enrollment. See Figure 3 and Table 4 for visual representation of this finding. 






Figure 3
Enrollment Status by Dual Enrollment Status
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[bookmark: _Toc224458938]Figure 3. Enrollment Status by Dual Enrollment Status
Table 4
Enrollment Status by Dual Enrollment Status
	
	Dual Enrollment Student
	Non-Dual Enrollment Student

	Full Time
	806
	995

	Part Time
	22
	18

	Did not Return
	88
	149

	Total
	916
	1162


T
[bookmark: _Toc224458931]able 4. Enrollment Status by Dual Enrollment Status
[bookmark: _Toc224458913]Research Question 4
[bookmark: _Hlk221214455]RQ 4: Is there a significant difference in retention rate (fall to spring) between students who took dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment?
Ho4: There is no significant difference in retention rate (fall to spring) between students who took dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment.
A two-way contingency table analysis was conducted to evaluate whether there was a significant difference in retention rate (fall to spring) between students who took dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment. The two variables were dual enrollment (no or yes) and retention rate (fall to spring). Dual enrollment and retention rate were found to be significantly related, Pearson χ2(1, N=2078) = 5.24, p = .022, Cramer’s V = .05. Therefore, the null hypothesis Ho4 was rejected. Students who took dual enrollment were significantly more likely to have fall to spring retention than students who did not take dual enrollment. See Figure 4 and Table 5 for visual representation of this finding. 






Figure 4
[bookmark: _Hlk223170237]Fall to Spring Retention Rate by Dual Enrollment Status
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[bookmark: _Hlk221818188][bookmark: _Hlk221818209][bookmark: _Toc224458939]Figure 4. Fall to Spring Retention Rate by Dual Enrollment Status
Table 5
Fall to Spring Retention Rate by Dual Enrollment Status
	
	Dual Enrollment Student
	Non-Dual Enrollment Student

	Retained
	828
	1013

	Not Retained
	88
	149

	Total
	916
	1162


[bookmark: _Toc224458932]Table 5. Fall to Spring Retention Rate by Dual Enrollment Status

[bookmark: _Toc224458914]Research Question 5
RQ 5: Is there a significant difference in retention rate (fall to fall) between students who took dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment?
Ho5: There is no significant difference in retention rate (fall to fall) between students who took dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment.
A two-way contingency table analysis was conducted to evaluate whether there was a significant difference in retention rate (fall to fall) between students who took dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment. The two variables were dual enrollment (no and yes) and retention rate (fall to fall). The difference found between dual enrollment and retention rate (fall to fall) were found not to be significantly related, Pearson χ2(1, N = 2078) = 3.51, p = .061, Cramer’s V = .04. Therefore, the null hypothesis Ho5 was retained. Students who took dual enrollment were not significantly more likely to have fall to fall retention than students who did not take dual enrollment. See Figure 5 for visual representation of this finding. 






Figure 5
[bookmark: _Hlk223170326]Fall to Fall Retention Rate by Dual Enrollment Status
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[bookmark: _Toc224458940]Figure 5. Fall to Fall Retention Rate by Dual Enrollment Status
Table 6
Fall to Fall Retention Rate by Dual Enrollment Status
	
	Dual Enrollment Student
	Non-Dual Enrollment Student

	Retained
	712
	862

	Not Retained
	204
	300

	Total
	916
	1162


[bookmark: _Toc224458933]Table 6. Fall to Fall Retention Rate by Dual Enrollment Status

[bookmark: _Toc224458915]Research Question 6
RQ 6: Is there a significant relationship between earning 30 or more semester credits during their first year of enrollment between dual enrollment status and non-dual enrollment status?
Ho6: There is no significant relationship between earning 30 or more semester credits during their first year of enrollment between dual enrollment status and non-dual enrollment status.
A two-way contingency table analysis was conducted to evaluate whether there was a significant relationship between earning 30 or more semester credits during their first year of enrollment and dual enrollment status. The two variables were dual enrollment (yes, no) and earning 30 or more semester credits during their first year of enrollment (yes, no). Dual enrollment and earning 30 or more semester credits during their first year of enrollment were found to be significantly related, Pearson χ2(1, N=2078) = 190.71, p <.001, Cramer’s V = .30. Therefore, the null hypothesis Ho6 was rejected. Students who took dual enrollment were significantly more likely to earn 30 or more semester credits during their first year of enrollment compared to their non-dual enrollment counterparts. See Figure 6 for visual representation of this finding. 





Figure 6
Thirty or More Credits Earned by end of Freshman Year by Dual Enrollment Status
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[bookmark: _Toc224458941]Figure 6. Thirty or More Credits Earned by end of Freshman Year by Dual Enrollment Status
Table 7
Thirty or more Credit Hours by Dual Enrollment Status
	
	Dual Enrollment Student
	Non-Dual Enrollment Student

	30 or More Credits
	713
	559

	Less than 30 Credits
	203
	603

	Total
	916
	1162


[bookmark: _Toc224458934]Table 7. Thirty or more Credit Hours by Dual Enrollment Status

[bookmark: _Toc224458916]Research Question 7
RQ 7: Is there a significant difference in the number of academic credits earned at the end of their freshman year between students that participated in dual enrollment and students that did not participate in dual enrollment while in high school?
Ho7: There is no significant difference in the number of academic credits earned at the end of their freshman year between students that participated in dual enrollment and students that did not participate in dual enrollment while in high school.
[bookmark: _Hlk221217375]An independent-samples t-test was conducted to evaluate if there is a significant difference in the number of academic credits earned at the end of their freshman year between students that participated in dual enrollment and students that did not participate in dual enrollment while in high school. Number of academic credits earned at the end of year one was the test variable and dual enrollment status (yes, no) was the grouping variable. The Levene’s test for equality of variances was found to be significant (p < .001). Therefore, equal variances were not assumed. The t-test was significant, t(2076) = 15.58, p < .001. The null hypothesis Ho7 was rejected. In general, students in the dual enrollment group had a significantly higher number of academic credits earned at the end of year one (M = 36.12, SD = 13.08) than the non-dual enrollment students’ number of academic credits earned at the end of year one (M = 27.14, SD 13.04). The 95% confidence level was .78 to .60. The Cohen’s d index was .69 which indicated a moderate effect size. See Figure 7 and Table 4 for visual representation of this finding.



Figure 7
Academic Credits Earned at the End of Freshman Year by Dual Enrollment Status
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[bookmark: _Toc224458942]Figure 7. Academic Credits Earned at the End of Freshman Year by Dual Enrollment Status
Table 8
Academic Credits Earned at the End of Freshman Year by Dual Enrollment Status
	
	N
	M
	SD

	Non-Dual Enrollment
	1162
	27.14
	13.04

	Dual Enrollment
	916
	36.12
	13.08


[bookmark: _Toc224458935][bookmark: _Hlk221889757]Table 8. Academic Credits Earned at the End of Freshman Year by Dual Enrollment Status

[bookmark: _Toc224458917]Chapter Summary
	Chapter 4 presented the research questions, null hypothesis, and results of the statistical analyses of the seven research questions using archival data of a community college in Tennessee. Data were analyzed descriptively as well as with statistical tests including two-way contingency table analysis and independent sample t tests. A summary of the findings and conclusions drawn as a result of the analysis will be discussed in Chapter 5 along with recommendations for further research that may contribute to the existing literature.
[bookmark: _Toc224458918]
Chapter 5. Summary, Discussion, and Recommendations
The purpose of this non-experimental, quantitative study was to examine the relationship between dual enrollment participation and completion rates among first-time, full-time students at a Southeastern community college.  Specifically, the intent of the study was to compare the graduation outcomes of students who completed at least one dual enrollment course while in high school with those who did not participate in dual enrollment. Graduation was measured by completion of an associate degree or certificate within 3 years (150%) (IPEDS, n.d.). There were 6,969 first-time, full-time students registered at the participating community college during the three-year time period of this study (fall 2017 through spring 2021). Because high school students must have a GPA of 3.0 to 4.0 and an ACT of 21 or greater to be eligible for dual enrollment, only students that met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in the final sample. Therefore, only students that participated in dual enrollment and non-dual enrollment students who met the criteria for dual enrollment while in high school were included in my study. This distinction is important because it allowed for the comparison of students with similar academic backgrounds to be analyzed in each of the research questions. Two thousand seventy-eight students met these criteria. The findings of this study may contribute to a better understanding of the effectiveness of dual enrollment as a strategy to support timely degree completion, inform institutional practices, and policy decisions related to early postsecondary opportunities. 
[bookmark: _Toc224458919]Discussion
This non-experimental, quantitative study addressed college completion rates within 3 years (150%) for first-time, full-time dual enrollment and non-dual enrollment students. In Research Question 1, I aimed to identify first-time, full-time community college students and if there was a significant relationship between graduating within 3 years (150%) and completing at least one dual enrollment course in high school. The analysis revealed that graduating within 3 years (150%) and taking at least one dual enrollment course in high school were significantly associated. In general, students who completed at least one dual enrollment course were more likely to graduate than students who did not participate in dual enrollment. These findings agree with Melons et al. (2022). in that dual enrollment participation has been linked to a likelihood of degree attainment. Similarly, research from Velasco et al. (2024) showed that 42% of dual enrollment students completed a college award within four years of high school graduation. Higher completion rates were reported as one benefit of dual enrollment as reported through the research of Burns et al. (2019) and Schaller et al. (2025) as well as decreased need for mediation reported by Grubb et al. (2017). The results of my study contribute to the general consensus revealed in the literature review showing higher college degree completion rates for dual enrollment students. While many researchers, such as Melons et al. (2022), Burns et al. (2023) and, Velasco et al. (2024), focused on the relationship of dual enrollment and college degree completion across the board, my study extends the literature by exploring an even playing field of academically similar students. This makes a critical contribution to the literature in that it isolated the impact of the program itself from the student’s pre-existing abilities. By eliminating the bias that only high-achieving students take and benefit from dual enrollment, the results indicate a significant association between dual enrollment participation and several indicators of early college success. This strengthens the claim that dual enrollment contributes to higher college degree completion. The impact of dual enrollment showed higher college degree completion within three years of students who completed at least one dual enrollment course compared to their academically equal non-dual enrollment peers. The results suggest that participation in dual enrollment may strengthen students’ readiness for college-level expectations and contribute to a smoother transition to college. Students who complete dual enrollment courses enter college with greater familiarity with academic rigor, study expectations, and advising structures, which may contribute to stronger academic momentum and higher completion rates. 
Research Question 2 compared the difference in the college GPA at the end of year one between first-time, full-time, community college students who completed at least one dual enrollment course in high school and those students who did not participate in dual enrollment. The analysis revealed that college GPA at the end of year one and taking at least one dual enrollment course in high school were significantly associated. My findings expand the conventional knowledge that dual enrollment has an impact on GPA, as reported in the research by Schaller et al. (2025) and findings from the Kentucky Council on Postsecondary Education (2020). The results of my study reframe the literature by exploring an even playing field of academically similar students and their college GPA at the end of year one. The population were all eligible for dual enrollment, meeting the 3.0 to 4.0 GPA and ACT of 21 requirements. In general, students in the dual enrollment group had a significantly higher college GPA at the end of year one with an average of 3.26 compared to the non-dual enrollment students GPA at the end of year one average of 2.89. The findings of my study suggest that the experience of dual enrollment itself contributes to stronger first-year GPA outcomes. Students who participate in dual enrollment may demonstrate college readiness through college-level rigor before full-time enrollment. Exposure to college-level academic expectations during high school may help students establish the study skills and academic habits required for success after matriculation. As a result, dual enrollment participation may contribute to stronger academic performance during the first year of college. GPA can be an indicator that can alert institutions to intervene and assist students before academic struggles become problematic for maintaining college academic and financial aid GPA requirements. First-year college GPA outcomes can serve as a reliable indicator for community colleges for academic momentum, student retention, and probability of graduating on time. The research points to dual enrollment as a contributor to higher college GPA at the end of year one, not just students more academically prepared. 
Research Question 3 aimed to identify if there was a significant difference in the enrollment status (part-time or full-time) between students that participated in dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment. The findings showed significant differences in enrollment status and dual enrollment. In general, the results suggest that students who took dual enrollment were significantly more likely to have full-time enrollment status than those students who did not take dual enrollment. Data revealed from findings of Wang et al. (2015) imply the possible advantages of dual enrollment participation appear to convert into early academic momentum that support students on their higher education path after they are enrolled in college. These findings agree with National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2025) and Schaller et al. (2025), in that dual enrollment participation has been linked to higher persistence and full-time enrollment status. The results of my study contribute to the general consensus revealed in the literature review showing greater full-time status for dual enrollment students. Dual enrollment contributes to student success through early course rigor and can act as a bridge to higher education with increased likelihood of full-time college enrollment. A realistic understanding of college expectations through dual enrollment helps students improve time management and academic responsibility (Song & Zeiser, 2019). Dual enrollment can help ease the transition to college by helping students feel part of the college, learn the structure of college coursework, and understand the role of a college student (Lile et al., 2018). Dual enrollment students gain early momentum and college preparedness that can provide a smoother transition to full-time college enrollment.  Dual enrollment may influence student success through students experiences of the rigors of college-level coursework, managing academic responsibilities, understanding their role as a college student, and feelings as though they are part of the college. Thus, enabling a smoother transition to college and at higher rates than their academically equal non-dual enrollment counterparts.
Research question 4 addressed the difference in retention rate (fall to spring) between students who took dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment. The analysis revealed that retention rate (fall to spring) and taking at least one dual enrollment course in high school were significantly associated.  Data revealed from findings of Wang et al. (2015) imply the possible advantages of dual enrollment participation appear to convert into early academic momentum that support students on their higher education path after they are enrolled in college. These findings support Klempin et al., 2025 and research from the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2025) in the dual enrollment students had higher persistence and retention rates from fall to spring. The results of my study contribute to the general consensus revealed in the literature review showing higher fall to spring retention rates for dual enrollment students. Early exposure to college-level work contributes to early momentum of dual enrollment courses.
[bookmark: _Hlk224394329]Research question 5 addressed the difference in retention rate (fall to fall) between students who took dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment. The finding showed there were not significant differences in retention rate (fall to fall) between students who took dual enrollment while in high school and those students that did not participate in dual enrollment. Participation in dual enrollment may contribute to stronger academic outcomes among academically prepared students putting them on a fast-track to degree completion as noted by the American Association of Community Colleges (2019), Dannenberg & Hyslop (2019), and Knox (2022). Exposure to the rigors of college-level work can increase the academic preparation and advancement of skills thus increasing the ability to navigate the rigors of higher education making a more confident transition to college. Unlike prior studies, such as Klempin et al. (2025) and the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2025), the analysis did not reveal a statistically significant difference in fall-to-fall retention between dual enrollment and non-dual enrollment students. One possible explanation is that academically prepared students who participated in dual enrollment may have accumulated sufficient credits during their first year to transfer to four-year institutions earlier than their peers. In this case, students may not appear in fall-to-fall retention statistics at the community college even though they continued their education elsewhere. Future research examining transfer patterns may help clarify whether accelerated credit accumulation contributes to this outcome. While current literature reports an increase in second year retention rates, my research brings institutional specific data exploring an even playing field of academically similar students. This may help community colleges evaluate second year retention data to make more informed decisions on retention and advising for greater student success. 
Research question 6 addressed the relationship between earning 30 or more semester credits during their first year of enrollment between dual enrollment status and non-dual enrollment status. The analysis revealed that the relationship between earning 30 or more semester credits during their first year of enrollment and dual enrollment status were significantly associated. Students who took dual enrollment were significantly more likely to earn 30 or more semester credits during their first year of enrollment compared to their non-dual enrollment counterparts. The results can contribute to the literature about early momentum metrics dual enrollment students with a head start is associated with increased graduation rates. These findings support Grub et al. (2017) that dual enrollment has been shown to benefit students at the community college level in that participants tended to avoid remediation and experience a higher rate of timely completion.  The results support Karp and Hughes’ (2008) findings provided a “promising picture” of dual enrollment as an encouraging strategy for student access and Irwin (2018) dual enrollment student persistence in postsecondary education contributing to greater college degree completion. With approximately 70% of dual enrollment courses offered through community colleges (CCRC, 2024), dual enrollment is beneficial for community college enrollment and supports student success through access to college credits while in high school, giving them a head start, less financial debt for dual enrollment qualifiers, and a shorter time to college degree completion.  
Research question 7, I compared the difference in the number of academic credits earned at the end of their freshman year between students that participated in dual enrollment and students that did not participate in dual enrollment while in high school. The analysis revealed that the relationship between the number of academic credits earned at the end of their freshman year and dual enrollment status were significantly associated. Students who participated in dual enrollment were more likely to have a higher number of academic credits earned at the end of their freshman year than their non-dual enrollment peers. In general, students in the dual enrollment group had a significantly higher number of academic credits earned at the end of year one with an average of 36.12 compared with the non-dual enrollment students’ number of academic credits earned at the end of year one average of 27.14. The results support Schaller et al. (2025) research of dual enrollment benefits of total earned credits for dual enrollment students. These results align with the Xu et al. (2021) that dual enrollment gives students a head start toward student success. The results of my study contribute to the results revealed in the literature review showing higher number of academic credits earned for dual enrollment students. Dual enrollment is proven to give students an academic head start enabling students to accumulate college credits early. 
	The findings in this study indicate there is a significant relationship between taking dual enrollment and educational outcomes. Students who participated in dual enrollment were more likely to graduate within 3 years (150%), have higher end of year one GPAs, have full-time enrollment, have greater retention rates with the exception of fall to fall, and obtain higher academic credits.   
	The findings can also be interpreted through the lens of Schlossberg’s Transition Theory, which emphasizes the importance of support, preparation, and coping strategies during major life transitions. Dual enrollment may function as a transitional bridge that allows students to begin navigating the expectations of postsecondary education while still in the structured environment of high school. Through this early exposure, students may develop familiarity with college coursework, academic expectations, and institutional structures, which may help ease the transition into full-time college enrollment.
[bookmark: _Toc224458920]Recommendations for Practice
	This study and its findings may contribute to a better understanding of the effectiveness of dual enrollment as a strategy to support timely degree completion, inform institutional practices, and policy decisions related to early postsecondary opportunities. Based on the findings of this research and the relationship between dual enrollment and graduation at a community college, the following are my recommendations for practice: 
1. Because a substantial number of academically eligible students in the study did not participate in dual enrollment, community colleges should expand outreach efforts to inform eligible high school students about available dual enrollment opportunities. Increasing awareness and participation may help extend the academic momentum benefits identified in this study. 
2. Community colleges should encourage second-year dual enrollment students who did not return to the community college to consider reverse-transferring credits to earn a community college associate degree thus benefitting students and the community college.
3. Community Colleges should evaluate course modality patterns among dual enrollment participants to determine whether specific instructional formats contribute to stronger retention into the second year. 
4. Community colleges should strengthen advising pathways and support services that help dual enrollment students transition into full-time enrollment after high school.
5. Provide greater access to dual enrollment throughout the service areas of community colleges.
6. Evaluate data frequently for student-focused dual enrollment decisions at the community college.
[bookmark: _Toc224458921]Recommendations for Policy
	Results of this study provide evidence of a significant relationship between dual enrollment participation and community college completion rates, suggesting that dual enrollment programs may serve as an important pathway for supporting student success.  Expanding equitable access to dual enrollment programs is particularly important because prior research has shown that historically underrepresented students often face barriers to participation despite potentially benefiting the most from early exposure to college coursework. With student success as the focus and building blocks of many institutions as well as my research of significant relationships between dual enrollment and student success, the following are recommendations for policy:
1. Increase equitable access to dual enrollment by removing informational, academic, and financial barriers for underrepresented students.
2. Implement consistent eligibility across the state to allow a wider range of students, not just those with high GPAs. 
3. Increase targeted student support through advising, scheduling, and availability of classes.
4. Increase student-focused modality options for greater retention rates for second year.
[bookmark: _Hlk223172229][bookmark: _Toc224458922]Recommendations for Further Research
The findings of this study provide an established relationship between dual enrollment and graduation rates at a Tennessee community college. My study consisted of student cohorts of 2017 through 2021. The dual enrollment landscape continues to change in Tennessee. Change in requirements for the Dual Enrollment Grant, application cycle, and increase in the number of dual enrollment course hours a student can take may contribute to greater access for students. It would be beneficial to analyze student cohorts beyond this study to evaluate post COVID-19 dual enrollment data. Based on the findings of this research, the following are recommendations for further research: 
1. Conduct a qualitative study to interview non-returning, second year dual enrollment students to determine why they chose not to re-enroll. 
2. Conduct a study to analyze the financial barriers beyond tuition. This research was focused on one community college in Tennessee. Although the Dual Enrollment Grant, GIVE Act expansion and Tennessee Promise assists students with cost of tuition, further research could analyze the impact of non-tuition costs which could create greater access for low-income students. 
3. Analyze the impact of Tennessee grant expansion and funding changes that can cover up top 10 courses and reduced GPA requirements to maintain eligibility.
4. Conduct a study to track community college dual enrollment student enrollment transition into host institution, another community college, university, or did not enroll in college. 
5. Conduct a study to evaluate whether dual enrollment courses in a specific subject predict higher GPAs in corresponding majors, compared to students who took non-relevant dual enrollment courses.
[bookmark: _Toc224458923]Chapter Summary
The findings in this study indicate there is a significant relationship between taking dual enrollment and educational outcomes such as early persistence, full-time attendance, GPA, total earned credits, and higher community college completion rates. This research shows benefits of dual enrollment for both students and the community college. Dual enrollment can be a contributor to community college growth that boosts early momentum, full-time enrollment, higher GPAs, and higher degree completion rates. The overall impact on college GPA and academic credit accumulation suggests dual enrollment can play a role in academic success. The research shows, dual enrollment can give students a jumpstart on college, fostering early college readiness.
Overall, this study contributes to the growing body of research demonstrating that dual enrollment participation is associated with several indicators of early college success, including stronger first-year GPA, greater credit accumulation, and higher completion rates. By comparing students who were academically eligible for dual enrollment regardless of participation, this study offers a more equitable comparison of outcomes and helps isolate the potential impact of the program itself. These findings may assist institutional leaders, policymakers, and advisors in evaluating how dual enrollment programs can expand college access, strengthen early academic momentum, and support student success in community college pathways.
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