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1
L E A R N I N G  F R O M 

D I S C I P L I N A R Y 
P E R S P E C T I V E S  O N  C O L L E G E 

S T U D E N T  S U C C E S S

Nicholas A. Bowman

Receiving a college education has perhaps never been more important 
than it is today. The substantial long-term benefits of receiving an 
undergraduate degree include improved earnings, job satisfaction, 

mental well-being, physical health, civic engagement, general knowledge, 
lifelong learning, and even intergenerational benefits for one’s children (see 
Hout, 2012; Mayhew et al., 2016). Although higher education contributes to 
far more than economic gains, the employment prospects of college graduates  
have become particularly crucial with the ongoing automation of working-
class jobs that used to provide a strong living wage. Postsecondary degree 
attainment also contributes to broader public or societal benefits, such as the 
quality of community and civic life, appreciation of diversity and difference, 
increased tax revenues, and greater workforce productivity (see Institute for 
Higher Education Policy, 1998; McMahon, 2009).

Unfortunately, many college students never achieve their goal of receiving  
a postsecondary degree or certificate. Among students who first attended a 
U.S. college or university in fall 2013, only 60% of degree-seeking students 
graduated from any institution within 6 years (Shapiro et al., 2019). Although 
this figure is troubling, it also masks considerable variation across students and 
institutions. Only 54% of Hispanic males and 42% of Black males received 
a degree within 6 years, along with 43% of all students who began attending 
a 2-year public college and 39% who started at a 4-year for-profit college. 
Such disparities reflect the substantial structural barriers encountered by stu-
dents for whom U.S. higher education was not originally designed and who 
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2  HOW COLLEGE STUDENTS SUCCEED

continue to face considerable challenges in today’s colleges and universities  
(related to their identities, precollege academic preparation, family and 
workplace responsibilities, and other attributes). Students who start col-
lege and drop out face additional challenges, as overall student loan debt 
has reached over $1.5 trillion (Federal Student Aid, 2020), so these former  
students must pay back these loans without the financial benefits that a post-
secondary degree often provides.

As a result of high attrition rates, colleges and universities invest substan-
tial time, effort, and resources into efforts to bolster student success. U.S. 
public 4-year institutions spend an average of $9,780 per full-time-equivalent 
student on academic support, student services, and other institutional sup-
port; this total is in addition to direct expenditures on instruction (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2020). In addition, private, nonprofit, 4-year 
institutions spend close to twice that amount on student support and services 
($18,300 per full-time-equivalent student). Institutional success initiatives 
can take the form of a variety of programs and services that may be offered to 
all students, focused on students within a particular major or field(s) of study, 
directed toward key subgroups of students (e.g., first-generation students,  
racially minoritized students), or a combination of these (e.g., women in  
science and engineering).

A substantial amount of research has explored the factors that may 
contribute to college student “success,” which is generally defined in terms 
of college adjustment, grades, retention, persistence, and graduation. 
Researchers in various fields of study have explored this broad topic, but 
this work often occurs in rigid disciplinary silos. Psychologists who study 
college student success typically read, build upon, and cite the work of other 
psychologists; economists do the same with other economists, and so on. 
Even systematic reviews of the scholarly literature, which have the potential 
to cast a broad net for finding relevant studies, tend to yield papers that pri-
marily reflect the disciplinary and/or theoretical perspectives of the authors.

The Approach of This Book

The purpose of this book is to bring together the vast knowledge about how 
college students succeed into a single place. It includes seven chapters from 
authors who have each examined a considerable body of literature from their 
own discipline, field of study, or perspective. Specifically, each of these chap-
ters (a) describes the theories, models, and concepts that these researchers  
frequently use; (b) synthesizes the key topics and findings from this research; 
(c) highlights critiques and gaps in the existing literature; and (d) provides 
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LEARNING FROM DISCIPLINARY PERSPECTIVES  3

implications for practice, policy, and/or research. To set the stage by con-
sidering current practices in colleges and universities, chapter 2 provides  
a systematic review of college student success interventions that were recently 
covered in two major higher education news sources—The Chronicle of 
Higher Education and Inside Higher Ed. After the seven content chapters, 
chapter 10 integrates these findings and perspectives into a single interdis-
ciplinary theory of college student success, and chapter 11 provides detailed 
implications based on this interdisciplinary framework.

Each of the primary content chapters focuses on one of the follow-
ing areas: higher education, public policy, behavioral economics, social 
psychology, STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics), 
sociology, and critical and poststructural perspectives. The chapter top-
ics were designed to maximize the coverage of research on college student 
success while also minimizing the overlap among chapters. For exam-
ple, no single chapter focuses on economics as a whole, because economic 
concepts, theories, and findings appear in the public policy and behav-
ioral economics chapters. No single chapter covers all of psychology; the 
STEM chapter discusses cognitive and educational psychology, the social 
psychology chapter also provides some personality psychology research, 
and behavioral economics has a strong focus on psychological decision-
making processes. Research from cultural studies and anthropology  
also appears in the critical and poststructural perspectives chapter.

The compilation of diverse sources of research and theory into a single book 
will provide crucial insights for practitioners, policymakers, and researchers 
alike. People from all of these groups tend to be primarily trained within—and 
draw their ideas from—one discipline or field of study, so this comprehensive 
book will provide new insights into perspectives and findings that will hope-
fully inform readers’ own thinking and actions. For instance, which higher 
education practices or policies are most effective at promoting student suc-
cess? Which constructs or mechanisms are shared across several disciplines (and 
therefore likely constitute useful ways of thinking about relevant issues)? What 
are the notable gaps and limitations in knowledge that exist across disciplines? 
And what is happening in other fields of study that can inform one’s own 
work? This compilation seeks to answer these questions and more.

This book is designed for anyone who cares about college student success,  
including researchers, policymakers, college administrators, college faculty, 
instructors of coursework on this topic, and even the general public. This 
volume could serve as a required reading for graduate and undergradu-
ate courses on higher education, college students, and student success.  
It could also be used as a “common read” for discussion among postsecond-
ary staff, administrators, and/or faculty.
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4  HOW COLLEGE STUDENTS SUCCEED

Overview of Content Chapters

Chapter 3 provides an overview of research in higher education, which is a 
field of study with a long-standing history that also draws upon theories and 
concepts from other disciplines. It argues for the presence of two waves of 
college student success theories, and it describes the massive literature on col-
lege student success in terms of five broad categories of potential influences: 
institutional characteristics, college environments, high-impact practices, 
student supports, and institutional policies and practices. Chapter 4 offers 
an overview of the public policy-making process, and it discusses relevant 
economic theory. It then synthesizes public policy research; after doing so, it 
notes that this work frequently conducts evaluations of policy effectiveness 
and tends to overlook other stages of the policy-making process (e.g., agenda 
setting and formulation, policy design and implementation).

Chapters 5–7 all draw upon psychology to some extent. Chapter 5 explores 
behavioral economics, which challenges traditional economic perspectives 
by embracing the ways in which human behavior and decision-making  
contain systematic biases. After discussing this disciplinary foundation, the 
chapter reviews research that frequently seeks to use insights from behav-
ioral economics to bolster students’ college enrollment and their success 
while in college. Chapter 6 focuses directly on social psychological research, 
and it argues that students’ meaning-making plays a central role in shaping 
their college success. The chapter proposes three key questions or concerns 
that many students have, and it synthesizes research on efforts to influence 
students’ meaning-making through short, cost-effective strategies. Chapter 
7 explores student success within STEM, because STEM postsecondary 
research is often independent from research on students in general. The 
chapter explores concepts, theory, and research from three key STEM topics: 
becoming a strategic STEM learner, participating in mentoring research as 
a way to join a STEM community, and enacting structural change within 
and across institutions to improve STEM outcomes. In addition to the use 
of psychology, much of the research covered in these three chapters seeks to 
reduce or eliminate long-standing disparities across socioeconomic status, 
race/ethnicity, gender, and other identities.

The final two content chapters place the strongest emphasis on issues of 
inequality and injustice in college outcomes. Chapter 8 argues that sociological  
research on college student success largely focuses on inequality, and it 
explores societal structures as the root cause of these disparities. The chapter  
is therefore organized into two key theoretical traditions in this research  
(status attainment and social reproduction), as well as two broad dimensions  
of inequality (socioeconomic and race/ethnicity/gender). Chapter 9 uses 
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LEARNING FROM DISCIPLINARY PERSPECTIVES  5

critical and poststructural perspectives to trouble dominant notions of college  
student success. The chapter provides a broad overview of critical and 
poststructural theories, and it offers examples of how scholars using such 
frameworks analyze students with minoritized identities as well as systems of 
oppression. The authors draw attention to the tensions of using such theories 
to conceptualize, study, and reimagine college student success.

References

Federal Student Aid. (2020). Federal student loan portfolio. https://studentaid.gov/
data-center/student/portfolio

Hout, M. (2012). Social and economic returns to college education in the United 
States. Annual Review of Sociology, 38, 379–400.

Institute for Higher Education Policy. (1998). Reaping the benefits: Defining the 
public and private value of going to college (ED420256). Author. https://files.eric 
.ed.gov/fulltext/ED420256.pdf

Mayhew, M. J., Rockenbach, A. N., Bowman, N. A., Seifert, T. A., & Wolniak, G. C. 
(with Pascarella, E. T., & Terenzini, P. T.). (2016). How college affects students: Vol. 3.  
21st century evidence that higher education works. Jossey-Bass.

McMahon, W. W. (2009). Higher learning, greater good: The private and social benefits 
of higher education. Johns Hopkins University Press.

National Center for Education Statistics. (2020). Postsecondary institution expenses. 
Author. https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_cue.asp

Shapiro, D., Ryu, M., Huie, F., Liu, Q., & Zheng, Y. (2019). Completing college 
2019 national report (Signature Report 18). National Student Clearinghouse 
Research Center.

Bowman_9781642671339_How College Students Succeed.indb   5 17-02-2022   13:26:14


