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METHODS AND TECHNIQUES

Full-Semester and Abbreviated Summer Courses:
An Evaluation of Student Performance

Jeffrey S. Anastasi
Arizonia State University, West Campus

Faculty and administrators often believe that abbreviated
courses are less effective than the same courses taught during a
full semester. This study examined student academic perfor-
mance and course evaluations for identical courses taught
during abbreviated summer sessions or during regular semes-
ter sessions. Contrary to popular convention, results demon-
strated that overall academic performance was similar in
summer and full-semester courses. In addition, instructor rat-
ings were comparable for regular semester and summer session
courses, with summer courses rated as somewhat more chal-
lenging. Results provide empirical evidence that negative be-
liefs concerning abbreviated courses may be unfounded.

Faculty and administrators often believe that sum-
mer courses are less effective than the same courses
taught during the regular semester (Daniel, 2000;
Kretovics, Crowe, & Hyun, 2005; Scott, 2003), in part
due to research showing that retention is typically supe-
rior when learning trials are spaced rather than massed
(Bjork, 1979; Cuddy & Jacoby, 1982; Dempster, 1988;
Glover & Corkill, 1987). Although summer courses in-
clude the same number of contact hours with students
and cover the same amount of information as a regular
semester course, they do so in a fraction of the time.
This logic suggests that summer courses are inherently
less effective than the same courses taught as full-
semester courses and should putatively lead to poorer
student performance.

Although there is little research on this topic, a small
number of studies investigated the effectiveness of sum-
mer or abbreviated courses (see Daniel, 2000, or
Seamon, 2004, for reviews). For example, Caskey
(1994) studied student performance in algebra and ac-
counting courses taken either in a regular semester or as
an abbreviated course. Results showed that course
grades did not differ between the two formats. Ray and

Kirkpatrick (1983) evaluated students in a human
sexuality course and showed that students in both the
abbreviated and full-semester courses exhibited essen-
tially the same performance. Furthermore, Lombardi,
Meikamp, and Wienke (1992) demonstrated that edu-
cation majors actually showed superior performance in
abbreviated courses compared to longer course formats.

One potential explanation for equivalent student
grades in abbreviated and regular semester courses is
that instructors may ease academic rigor due to the
compressed summer course schedule. In fact, Allen,
Miller, Fisher, and Moriarty (1982) reported that in-
structors often altered their teaching methods during
abbreviated courses (i.e., less likely to lecture, assign a
term paper, cover as much material, etc.), a change that
makes comparisons between regular semester and ab-
breviated courses difficult. Thus, instructors teaching
summer courses may lower or change standards, result-
ing in little change or even an increase in student aca-
demic performance.

In addition to equivalent academic performance,
Scott (1996) demonstrated that students prefer abbre-
viated courses. Specifically, students reported that sum-
mer courses encouraged more focused learning, created
a more collegial atmosphere, and fostered more class-
room interactions and in-depth discussions than regu-
lar semester courses. Although instructors may have
reservations concerning the effectiveness of abbrevi-
ated courses, the limited amount of previous research
shows that these fears may be unfounded. Furthermore,
abbreviated courses may provide advantages to stu-
dents without sacrificing academic performance.

This study addressed three primary weaknesses in the
literature. First, few studies have examined psychology
courses. In fact, only Ray and Kirkpatrick (1983) specif-
ically compared abbreviated and full-term psychology
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courses. Second, few studies have examined the effec-
tiveness of abbreviated courses with younger adults.
The majority of existing studies examined abbreviated
evening or weekend courses taught in professional de-
gree programs designed for working adults
(Wlodkowski, 2003). Third, many studies are poorly
controlled as they fail to account for changes in teach-
ing methods for full semester and abbreviated courses.

This study examined student academic performance
and teaching evaluations in several psychology courses
taught during a 16-week semester or during abbreviated
summer sessions. I reduced the possibility that any dif-
ferences found were due to more relaxed standards dur-
ing summer courses by keeping constant the instructor,
teaching style, number of contact hours, exams, and
other assignments for each course.

Method

Participants in this study were 506 students enrolled
in several sections of three psychology courses (i.e., Ef-
fective Thinking, Memory & Cognition, and Research
Methods) at Arizona State University at the West Cam-
pus, a medium-sized metropolitan university with ap-
proximately8,000students.Enrollmentat theuniversity
consisted of approximately 67% Caucasian, 17% His-
panic, 5% African American, and 4% Asian students
(7% of students indicated another race). The same fac-
ulty member taught all courses and the content of each
course was equivalent for the regular semester and sum-
mer sessions. Identical multiple-choice exams and other
assignments assessed mastery of course content.

I evaluated 16 sections of three courses: four sessions
of Effective Thinking (three during the regular semester
and one during the summer session), seven sessions of
Memory & Cognition (four during the regular semester
and three during the summer session), and five sessions
of Research Methods (two during the regular semester
and three during the summer session). An evaluation of
student cumulative grade point average (GPA) showed

that students enrolled in the regular semester (M =
3.20) had higher GPAs compared to students enrolled
in the summer courses (M = 3.07), t(468) = 2.03, p =
.04.

Results

Course Performance

The primary measure of course performance was stu-
dents’ final course grades (see Table 1). Although extra
credit assignments were available for some courses, the
grades analyzed excluded extra credit to better equate
performance across courses. Cohen’s d (1988) provides
effect size estimates, where a value of d = .20 is small, d
= .50 is medium, and d = .80 is large (Cohen, 1988).
Unless otherwise noted, the alpha level was .05 for all
statistical tests reported.

A 3 (course) × 2 (term) between-subjects ANOVA
assessed students’ final grades. Results revealed a main
effect of Course, F(2, 499) = 3.85, MSE = 84.68, as
there were significant differences in the grades received
for the different courses. Although potentially interest-
ing, the main effect of Course was not relevant for the
purpose of this study, which was to compare summer
and regular semester courses. More important, grades
were significantly higher for the summer session (M =
83.1) compared to the regular semester (M = 81.1),
F(1, 499) = 8.01, MSE = 84.68. There was no Course
× Term interaction, F < 1.

Additional analyses evaluated the specific types of
course assignments responsible for this general advan-
tage for grades in the summer session courses. Analyses
indicated that the majority of these comparisons were
not statistically reliable. Grades in the Memory & Cog-
nition course, consisting of multiple-choice exams and
in-class quizzes, did not yield any statistically reliable
differences between the summer session and regular se-
mester, ps > .15. Grades in the Effective Thinking
course, consisting of daily journal assignments and mul-
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Table 1. Mean Course Grades for Each Course for Both Regular and Summer
Session Courses

Regular Session Summer Session

Course M SD M SD Difference

Effective Thinking 82.1 11.1 86.0 7.7 + 3.9
Memory & Cognition 80.9 9.6 83.3 8.0 + 2.4
Research Methods 79.3 10.3 81.9 8.4 + 2.6
M 81.1 10.1 83.1 8.2



tiple-choice exams, showed no reliable difference for
the daily journal assignments, p = .20, whereas exam
grades were marginally higher for the summer session
compared to the regular semester, t(121) = 1.67, p =
.09, d = .30. Grades in the Research Methods course
consisted of in-class and homework assignments, APA-
style research reports, and exams. Grades on exams
were significantly higher for summer session courses
compared to regular semester sessions, t(282) = 2.83, d
= .34. However, grades on in-class and homework as-
signments and APA-style research reports did not differ
between session types, ps > .18.

Overall, these data show that the higher grades asso-
ciated with summer sessions may primarily result from
superior exam performance in the Research Methods
course alone rather than any advantage on other as-
signments or on assignments in the other two courses.
Thus, an additional analysis compared the final grades
for summer and full-semester formats using data from
only the Memory & Cognition and Effective Thinking
courses. These data revealed higher grades for summer
(M = 83.8) compared to full semester (M = 81.4)
courses, t(405) = 2.17, d = .26.

Teaching Evaluation Data

In addition to course performance, I evaluated data
from teaching evaluations to determine if there were
differences in student perceptions of summer and regu-
lar semester courses. Two statements from the teaching
evaluations were of particular interest, as they assessed
student perception of course rigor. Evaluation ratings
ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).
Results showed that students from summer courses (M
= 3.82) more strongly agreed with the statement “The
instructor demanded high standards of student perfor-
mance” compared to students from regular semester
courses (M = 3.70), t(15) = 1.93, p = .07, d = .94. In
addition, summer (M = 3.60) and regular semester (M
= 3.53) students provided equivalent ratings when
asked to rate the amount of effort required of the
course, t < 1. These data demonstrated that students
taking summer courses perceived those courses to be at
least as demanding as students taking the same courses
during the regular semester.

Discussion

Data from this study indicate that student perfor-
mance was not poorer for abbreviated summer courses

compared to the same courses taken during a regular,
16-week semester even when the instructor, teaching
style, contact hours, exams, and other assignments
were constant. In fact, some comparisons indicated that
performance in summer courses may have been superior
to full-semester courses. Furthermore, teaching evalua-
tions indicated that students rated summer session
courses as somewhat more demanding than the same
courses taken during regular semesters.

There are several possible explanations for the find-
ings of essentially equivalent performance for summer
versus regular semester courses. First, although evi-
dence supporting a spacing effect is well established in
the scientific literature and should favor regular semes-
ter courses (Dempster, 1988; Seabrook, Brown, &
Solity, 2005), students typically take more courses dur-
ing a regular semester than a summer session, which
may lead to more interference from other courses (cf.
Tulving & Psotka, 1971). Thus, the advantage of
spaced learning during a regular semester may be nulli-
fied by this additional interference.

Second, the type of students taking courses during
the summer may differ from those taking courses during
the regular semester. However, in this study, students
enrolled in the regular semester actually had higher cu-
mulative GPAs than those enrolled in the summer
courses. Seamon (2004) found no differences between
the motivation, GPA, and age of students in abbrevi-
ated and full-semester courses and still found an advan-
tage for abbreviated courses. Although the ideal
method to control for such issues is to randomly assign
students to the different sessions, such a remedy is ex-
tremely difficult to implement (Daniel, 2000).

A third explanation for the results is that the general
classroom environment was more conducive to learning
during the summer sessions. The average classroom size
in the current study for the regular semester was 40 stu-
dents whereas summer courses had an average enroll-
ment of 21 students. Becker, Sommer, Bee, and Oxley
(1973)reportedthat studentparticipation isgreaterwith
smaller class sizes. Presumably, this increased participa-
tionmay leadtogreater learningandhighergradesas stu-
dents become more involved in the course.

One limitation of this study that should be noted is
that I assessed student performance only over the short
term. However, as noted by Seamon (2004), studies
rarely assess long-term effectiveness because it is diffi-
cult to track participants over time. The results of the
current study are consistent with previous studies that
assessed long-term learning, demonstrating that abbre-
viated courses were not inferior to full-semester courses
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(Caskey, 1994; Seamon, 2004; Wlodkowski &
Westover, 1999).

Contrary to accepted beliefs, student performance
was not poorer during abbreviated summer courses
compared to regular semester courses, even when hold-
ing various factors constant. Although faculty generally
hold the view that summer courses are less effective
than full-semester courses (Kretovics et al., 2005), prior
literature and the current results demonstrate that stu-
dents perform at least as well as students taking the
same courses during the traditional semester (Daniel,
2000; Scott, 1995). Furthermore, alternative course
schedules (i.e., students taking several courses within a
semester sequentially rather than simultaneously) may
allow more flexibility so that faculty can focus longer
periods of time on research and other creative activi-
ties. Overall, abbreviated courses provide many advan-
tages to both students and faculty, with equivalent or
greater academic outcomes.
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