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Catching Up and Falling Behind: Changes in Academic Performance among Elite University Students
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Abstract: It is important to examine changes in academic performance among elite university students against
the backdrop of a broad endeavor to improve undergraduate education quality. Guided by student involvement
theory, this research examines why some students catch up and some fall behind using administrative records and
the longitudinal survey data of 2014 freshman cohort at a Chinese elite university. Applying K-mean cluster
analysis technique based on freshman, sophomore and junior year college class rank, we categorized students into
five strata — persistently top, catching up from upper—-middle, falling behind from upper—middle, catching—up from
lower—middle, and persistently bottom. Students who caught up persistently engaged during sophomore and junior
years and took challenging classes; in contrast, students who fell behind slacked off starting from sophomore year,
avoided challenging classes and were less engaged in deep learning. Students’ attitude toward the homework is the
key factor predicting the changes in academic performance. Higher proportion of rural students were persistently
bottom, yet higher proportion of rural students were catching up as well. And rural students caught up despite their
disadvantages in family backgrounds and self-learning strategies. Our results provide empirical evidence as how
elite universities can practice process support and process evaluation to encourage socially and academically
disadvantaged students to improve.
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