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Figure 2.1 

Tinto’s Longitudinal Model of Institutional Departure 

 

Note. From Tinto, V. (2012b). Leaving College: Rethinking the Causes and Cures of 

Student Attrition, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, IL.  

Strange and Banning’s Campus Ecology Theory (2001) 

Strange and Banning (2001) developed the Campus Ecology Theory based on 

organization turnover theory and the idea that “satisfied members tend to remain productive in 

the organization longer; dissatisfied members are at risk for becoming unproductive or just 

dropping out” (p. 77).  Unlike social groups, according to organizational theory, organizations 

are “deliberately constructed and reconstructed to seek specific goals” (Strange & Banning, 

2001, p. 59). Institutions of higher education are constructed with the specific goal of educating 
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and preparing students for higher levels of thinking, to be productive citizens and to contribute to 

the workforce. Within institutions of higher education exist many sub-organizations such as 

residence halls, supplemental instruction groups, student organizations, and learning 

communities. These sub-organizations are constructed through the reflection of the institution’s 

culture. Strange and Banning (2001) note that campus organizations are “cultures that assist 

participants, staff as well as students, in making meaning of the college experience…they are 

powerful tools in socializing students to the goals and purposes of higher education, what it 

means to be a member of a community, and how to go about the business of being a college 

student” (p. 104).  

Organizations are categorized by three components: deliberately planned division of 

labor and communication, one or more power centers responsible for reviewing the 

organization’s performance, the ability to remove unsatisfactory personnel from the organization 

and the ability to transfer or promote members (Strange & Banning, 2015, p. 82). University 

systems demonstrate all three organizational characteristics: 

 Division of Labor: departments, deans, chairs, faculty, administrators 

 Distribution of Power: administrators, faculty and staff are responsible for designing and 

implementing policies, programs, and procedures to meet institutional goals. 

 Personnel and programs are routinely reviewed, promoted or dismissed based on their 

effectiveness (p. 82). 

The ecological perspective views the environments’ influence on the people within the 

environment, noting the institution’s responsibility to design a campus environment that meets 

their mission to, at a minimum, attract, satisfy, and retain students. From a more in-depth 

educational mission, institutions also bear the responsibility of creating learning environments, 
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which influence “complex critical reasoning, communication, and leadership; a sense of identity 

and purpose; an appreciation for differences; and a commitment to lifelong learning” (Strange & 

Banning, 2015, p. 2). Whether in a classroom, residence hall, learning community, athletic 

venue, or administrative office, students interact with purposeful campus environments designed 

to influence behavior, support student needs, and meet specific goals.  

Strange and Banning’s Ecology of Learning model “begins with an assumption that 

student and campus are mutually shaping forces” in the environment, culture, and student 

acclimation to the institution.  Eight themes comprise the conceptual core of the Ecology of 

Learning Model: 

 A campus environment consists of all the stimuli that impinge upon the students’ sensory 

modalities, including physical, chemical, biological, and social stimulation. 

 A transactional relationship exists between college students and their campus 

environment, i.e., the students shape the environment and are shaped by it. 

 For purposes of environmental design, the shaping properties of the campus environment 

are focused on; however, the students are still viewed as active, choice-making agents 

who may resist, transform, or nullify environmental influences. 

 Every student possesses the capacity for a wide spectrum of possible behaviors. A 

campus environment may facilitate or inhibit any one or more of those behaviors. The 

campus should be intentionally designed to offer opportunities, incentives, and 

reinforcements for growth and development.  

 Students will attempt to cope with any educational environment in which they are placed. 

If the environment is not compatible with the students, the students may react negatively 

or fail to develop desirable qualities. 
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 Because of the wide range of individual differences among students, fitting the campus 

environment to the student requires the creation of a wide variety of campus sub-

environments. There must be an attempt to design for the wide range of individual 

characteristics found among students. 

 Every campus has a design, even if the administration, faculty, and students have not 

planned it or are not consciously aware of it. A design technology for campus 

environments, therefore, is useful for both the analysis of existing campus environments 

and the design of new ones (p. 200).  

Furthermore, Strange and Banning (2015), referencing Hage (1980), explain there are 

essentially “four performances of organizational functioning: innovation, efficiency, quantity of 

production, and morale” (p. 105). Innovation is a necessity in higher education. An institution’s 

ability to analyze and recognize societal changes and the needs of its students to create programs, 

events and curriculum, is key to both attracting and retaining students, faculty, and staff. 

Production tends to be used more in the realm of business organizations; however, universities 

are highly productive entities. Higher education is charged with producing new research, 

inventions, and educated, degree holding students. As government funding decreases and the 

demand for accountability data increases, universities must efficiently produce the programming 

and support which keep faculty, staff, and student morale high. If faculty, staff, and students are 

unsatisfied within the organization of higher education, turnover and attrition rates will disrupt 

the institution, production will decrease, funding will decrease more rapidly, and innovation will 

cease.  

Learning communities are designed to integrate students into the culture of the institution. 

Often learning communities are created for specific student populations, such as first-generation, 
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student-athletes, or honors college students. Special topics such as STEM, Law, or Pharmacy can 

also be the central theme of a learning community. Regardless of its specific makeup, learning 

communities are innovative organizations designed with the specific purpose of influencing 

student retention, academic success, and social integration into the campus environment and 

culture. Strange and Banning (2015) explained that the hierarchy of environmental design, is 

complementary to Maslow’s model of human needs, as depicted in Figure 2.2. Strange and 

Banning state that the beginning of organizational and environment effect begins with inclusion 

and safety, which are also the beginning components of developing student support programs 

such as learning communities. When a student feels safe and accepted within their environment, 

they will become more engaged with the academic and social environment around them. 

Students begin to experience place-identity “through the conditions of community-whether in the 

form of a class, a student organization, a peer training program, or a residence hall floor-that 

participants experience a complete sense of membership in a setting” increasing the likelihood of 

student success (Strange & Banning, 2015, p. 141).  

Figure 2.2 

Strange and Banning’s Hierarchy of Environmental Design 

 

Level 3

Community

Full Membership

Level 2

Engagement

Participation, Involvement, Role 
Taking 

Level 1

Inclusion & Safety

Sense of Security and Belonging



   
 

27 
 

Note. From Strange, C. C., & Banning, J. H. (2015). Designing for learning: Creating campus 

learning environments for student success. 2nd edition. San Francisco, CA., Jossey-Bass Inc.   

Bean’s Model of Student Attrition (1983) 

Bean’s Model of Student Attrition is a “causal model adapted from employee turnover in 

work organizations to student attrition in IHE’s (Institutes of Higher Education)” (Bean, 1979, p. 

2). Bean developed the model of student attrition based on Price’s (1977) model of employee 

turnover, which theorized that organizational determinants are expected to affect satisfaction, 

which in turn is expected to influence employee turnover. In higher education, Bean theorized, as 

depicted in Figure 2.3, similar to organizational turnover theory, that determinants within an 

institution effecting student satisfaction, influence dropout decisions. 

In Price’s model, pay is considered a determinant of turnover, to correlate the model to 

higher education, Bean replaced pay with grade point average (GPA), considered a similar 

extrinsic resource of motivation (Bean, 1979). Additional measures used as organizational 

substitutes for higher education are “development and institutional quality are expected to 

influence the potential earning power of a student [and] practical value indicates the student’s 

assessment of the usefulness of his or her education for getting a job” (Bean, 1979, p. 4). In 

addition to the extrinsic reward of GPA and student satisfaction in the value of education, Bean’s 

Model of Student Attrition suggested, “courses and memberships in campus organizations are 

expected to influence satisfaction and thus dropout” (Bean, 1979, p. 5). Bean (1979) noted that 

membership to a campus organization, which is internal to the campus and thus creates a 

connection between student and institution, would increase “what Tinto called social integration” 

and have a “negative influence on intent to leave” (p. 6). Bean, Strange and Banning, and Tinto 

agree that the more positive a student experiences their institution, the more likely they are to 
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persist within the same institution. Thusly, if students perceive a more negative experience with 

their institution, the less likely the student will persist within the same institution. Burrus, et al. 

(2013) explained that Bean’s model agreed with Tinto’s in that student interaction, positive or 

negative, “influence satisfaction, commitment to degree completion, and persistence” (p. 8). 

Unlike Tinto’s Theory of Student Departure and Strange and Banning’s Campus Ecology 

Theory, Bean’s Model of Student Attrition “emphasizes the role of factors external to the 

institution in affecting both attitudes and decisions” (Cabrera, et al., 1993, p. 126).  The model of 

student attrition attested that in addition to institutional and environmental factors influence on 

persistence and degree completion, personal variables, such as family approval and obligations, 

directly affect persistence (Cabrera, et al., 1992). Bean (1979) explained, “the model indicates 

that the background characteristics of students must be taken into account in order to understand 

their interaction within the environment of the IHE” (p. 7). Though Tinto’s model and Strange 

and Banning’s theory did not focus on student background determinants in retention decisions, 

Bean (institutional commitment), Tinto (student integration), and Strange and Banning (satisfied 

members) agreed a student’s positive connection to the institution decreases the likelihood a 

student will drop out. 
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Figure 2.3 

Bean’s Model of Student Attrition 

 

Note. From Aljohani, O. (2016). A comprehensive review of the major studies and theoretical 

models of student retention in higher education. Higher Education Studies, 6(2), 1-17. 

Theoretical Framework Analysis 

Cabrera, et al., (1993) examined Tinto and Bean’s theories, finding that both theories 

overlap “in terms of organizational factors (courses and academic integration) and commitments 

to the institutions (institutional commitment, institutional fit and quality).” Additionally, both 

theories “argue that persistence is affected by the successful match between the student and the 

institutions” (p. 125). Cabrera, et al. (1992) also found that while Tinto’s model focused on the 

institution’s role in student persistence and Bean’s model focused on external factors of the 

individual study, the two models are complementary of each other and not mutually exclusive. 

Bean’s theory diverged from Tinto’s in its concentration of external variables, such as family 

obligations and health, which influence a student’s decision to remain at a university. The focus 

of this study is on institutional influence (learning community impact) on GPA, student 

retention, and degree completion. With this concentration in mind, and because individual and 
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external factors will not be investigated, Banning and Strange’s Campus Ecology Theory and 

Tinto’s Student Integration Model are more applicable to this particular study. However, further 

study of learning community impact on low-socioeconomic student success would benefit from 

the inclusion of Bean’s qualitative measures of student background and external factors 

pertaining to same institution retention decisions. 

Chambliss & Takacs (2014), as noted in Strange & Banning (2015) found that when a 

college fosters relationships, which motivates a positive academic and social sense of belonging, 

students had a more successful college experience. Additionally, university subcultures, such as 

learning communities, “play an important role…in introducing students to and maintaining their 

engagement in the learning process” (Strange & Banning, 2015, p. 53). Just as Tinto discussed 

the role positive interaction plays in a student’s decision to remain at a university, Strange & 

Banning (2015) also explained the importance of morale in an organization, noting higher morale 

is associated with lower turn-over, and within the institutional level, the lower the morale of 

students the higher the rate of attrition (p. 99). Proshansky, Fabian, and Kaminoff’s (1983) study 

of place-identity noted that while influenced by a wide range of experiences and relationships, 

place-identity, “a personal attachment to geographically locatable places…provides a sense of 

belonging and purpose which give meaning to [one’s] life” (p. 60). Successful academic and 

social integration to university culture creates a place-identity bond between student and 

university, increasing the likelihood of retention and degree completion.  

 Universities are filled with organizational subcultures within the campus environment. 

These subcultures range from informal student study groups, to semi-formal classroom settings 

and student clubs, to highly structured programs such as learning communities. Tinto’s theory 

argued the importance of student integration in terms of positive effects of retention and degree 
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completion. Under organizational culture and Campus Ecology Theory, organized subcultures 

within a university are tasked with creating internal integration and external adaptation by 

“making meaning of the college experience…socializing students to the goals and purposes of 

higher education, what it means to be a member of a community, and how to go about the 

business of being a college student” (Strange & Banning, 2015, p. 131).  

Learning Communities in Higher Education 

 Early American Higher Education began as large-scale learning communities. In an effort 

to integrate knowledge and culture into students’ lives, colleges such as Harvard, Yale, 

Princeton, and William and Mary implemented the Oxbridge Residential College Model. In this 

model the colleges housed student sleeping quarters, lecture halls, dining halls, and tutored 

residents in one area as an effort to integrate students into the academic and social culture of the 

college. Due to rapidly increasing student populations from the passing of the Morrill Land 

Grant Act of 1862 and a movement towards a more subject-area focused education, the Oxbridge 

Residential College Model faded into the separate academic buildings, dormitories, and unions 

more common on today’s campuses (Fink & Inkelas, 2015). 

 In the late 20th Century, government and society began questioning the quality of the 

higher education system. According to Fink and Inkelas (2015), many reports, including studies 

from the National Institute of Education and the Kellogg Commission, outlined the shortcomings 

of the American Higher Education institutions; mainly the disconnect between classroom 

education and workforce placement, a lack of a globally competitive workforce, and higher 

tuition rates compared to potential earning returns (p. 10). The creation of learning communities 

was consistently recommended as one solution for improving learning, retention, and 

persistence.  
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Learning Community Models 

 Learning Communities vary in format, instruction and student target population; 

however, most learning communities are designed to integrate academic and social activities, as 

well as using active and collaborative learning techniques within the classroom structure. The 

mission in using a combination of academic and social strategies, techniques, and events is to 

increase student persistence and retention outcomes, develop college level study and critical 

thinking skills, positively introduce students to diversity, social tolerance and responsibility, and 

acclimate new students into the campus culture (Zhao & Kuh, 2004). Community participants, 

through sharing of experiences, develop a sense of belonging and therefore become more 

engaged academically and socially, assimilation into the institutions’ culture, belief of having 

influence in the community and commitment to the institution (Strange & Banning, 2001).  

In general, learning communities are small, or segmented into smaller groups within a 

community, to promote student engagement through “collaborative partnerships between faculty, 

students, and [sometimes] residence hall staff” (Schroeder, 1994, p. 183).  

 Though learning communities can vary, the main component in creating a learning 

community is creating a linked course system, enabling the learning community cohorts to attend 

some or all their courses together. Additionally, these courses are linked together by a chosen 

theme to create a more in-depth and active learning environment for the learning community 

cohort (Engstrom & Tinto, 2008; Tinto, 2003). Tinto (2003) explained learning communities in 

that while they can vary in a multitude of ways, learning communities have three commonalities: 

shared knowledge, shared knowing, and shared responsibility. Students in learning community 

cohorts experience shared knowledge through participation in a theme-based curriculum in 

which instructors consciously create overlapping course curriculum to “promote higher levels of 
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cognitive complexity” (p. 2). Shared knowing is created by integrating students academically and 

socially through the coursework and shared activities outside the classroom. Lastly, learning 

communities involve student participation in collaborative coursework and social environments, 

creating a cooperative team environment for a shared responsibility experience. In creating 

active learning environments of shared knowledge and shared learning responsibility, learning 

communities “seek to involve students both socially and intellectually in ways that promote 

cognitive development” (Tinto, 1999, p.7).  

Learning communities provide a structured environment in which university faculty and 

administration can guide new students through Tinto’s Student Integration Model phases of 

community integration. Engstrom and Tinto (2008) found students benefited from the “safe and 

supportive place to learn” created by the learning community faculty. Learning community 

faculty strategically created these environments by using active and collaborative pedagogies, 

collaborating with other faculty to create an integrated curriculum, integrating campus support 

services into the learning community curriculum, and demanding high academic and social 

expectations from students while providing high levels of support and encouragement (p. 12). 

According to Wells (1996), as cited in Strange and Banning (2001), “successful communities can 

be assessed using three criteria: commitment to the community, a sense of empowerment, and a 

sense that one matters to others within the community” (p. 18). Regardless of format, theme, or 

timeframe, a learning community’s goal is to embrace and support the student during their 

transition into the academic and social environment of higher education. During this process the 

student will learn the successful traits of a college student, develop place-identity with the 

university, and become a productive and meaningful member of the campus community.  
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Inkelas and Soldner, as stated in Fink and Inkelas (2015), created an integrated model of 

learning community type (p. 12): (a) paired or clustered courses, (b) smaller cohorts among large 

enrollments, including freshmen interest groups and federated learning communities, (c) 

coordinated or team-taught series of courses, (d) learning communities for special populations, 

and (e) residentially based learning communities.  

Tinto (2004) explained that in the simplest form, learning communities consist of a minimum 

of two linked courses taken as a cohort. In larger institutions, the learning community structure 

involves a separation from the linked courses into a freshmen interest group. In this instance, the 

learning community cohort takes the same courses, often large lecture courses with non-learning 

community students, and then attend break-out sessions, known as freshmen interest groups, 

with only the learning community cohort. The cluster course structure combines the features of 

linked classes and freshmen interest group sessions. Coordinated studies organizes the linked 

courses with a meaningful theme, this structure takes cross-department coordinated effort in 

curriculum development. Student cohorts participating in a curriculum-centered learning 

community are enrolled in two or more courses, from different disciplines, linked by a common 

theme. (Lenning & Ebbers, 1999). Tinto (2004) explained when institutions create learning 

communities with curriculum and structures that link courses, they create opportunities for social 

involvement and shared active learning, students spend more time studying together and are 

more academically and socially engaged with peers, faculty, and campus, enhancing “student 

learning and persistence” (p. 8). To illustrate the different learning community models, Tinto 

(1999) provided a figure (2.4) detailing the most common learning community models:  
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Figure 2.4 

Common Learning Community Models 

  

Note. From Tinto, V. (1999). Taking retention seriously: Rethinking the first year of college. 

NACADA Journal, 19(2), 5-9. 

In addition to the formats previously discussed, living learning communities (LLC) also 

organize student cohorts into a linked curriculum to facilitate academic and social support, and 

integration into campus culture. However, LLC’s provide an additional program component by 

creating a residential environment that incorporates out-of-class academic support such as 

tutorial hours, as well as arranged social functions such as residential based gatherings. Inkelas 

and Weisman (2003) found students participating in a living learning community in public 

institutions reported a “smoother academic transition” than students not participating in a LLC. 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiKyqyY4MHbAhUwjK0KHXOvCf0QjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http://www.adventures-in-education.com/OnlinePed/ModuleB3websites.htm&psig=AOvVaw0zlHbE5UwY5olWedqQazUx&ust=1528467738613327
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In a study of first-generation students participating in living learning communities in four-year 

institutions, Inkelas, et al. (2007) found that those participating in a LLC perceived an easier 

academic and social transition into college than first-generation students living in a traditional 

residence hall (p. 416). Inkelas, et al. (2007) also found first-generation students in a LLC 

perceived an easier acclimation into the college environment when they also perceived a strong 

social and academic supportive environment from their residential hall. 

Learning Community Literature 

Tinto, Bean, and Strange and Banning theorized the more connected a student feels to the 

campus, the faculty, the programs, and their peers, the more likely it is for students to remain at 

the university and complete their degree. Tinto and Goodsell (1993) found that first-year students 

in large, public research institutions who participated in Freshmen Interest Group programs 

characterized by linked courses were more likely to persist than freshmen who did not 

participate. Shapiro and Levine (1999) found in comparison to non-learning community students, 

learning community participants had higher persistence rates and were more engaged 

academically and socially. Additionally, Engstrom and Tinto (2008) found after controlling for 

student demographics and engagement, participation in a learning community is independently 

connected to positive student persistence outcomes, indicating that a component, or components 

of a learning community, separate from the increased engagement, positively affect student 

persistence (p. 11). 

 In a study conducted with learning communities from 13 two-year community colleges, 

Engstrom and Tinto (2008) found students participating in some form of learning community 

reported higher and more positive levels of academic and social engagement and campus faculty 

and administrative encouragement. In addition to being more engaged with the college 
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environment, those participating in learning communities were more likely to persist (62%) from 

first to second year, compared to non-learning community participants (57%) (p. 11).  

Zhao and Kuh (2004) found that seniors who had participated in a learning community at 

some point during their college career, had higher grades than those who did not participate in a 

learning community (p.124). Grade point averages (GPA) are common measurements of 

academic success and predictors of persistence towards retention and degree completion 

(Reason, 2003). Since academic culture integration, including classroom behavior, active 

learning and study techniques, and student-faculty relationship development is a key mission for 

learning communities, student GPA is also a measurement for the success of a learning 

community program. As discussed in Stater (2009), studies have found that institutional 

interventions and programs such as “academic instruction programs, advising and support 

services, and structured residence hall arrangements have positive effects on college grades and 

persistence” (p. 784).  

 As noted in Zhao and Kuh (2004) (p.118), research pertaining to residential learning 

communities (Blimling, 1993; Pascarella, et al.,1994) are particularly influential in regards to 

academic and social integration and involvement. Zhao and Kuh (2004) found that due to 

learning community structure and faculty involvement, learning community students interacted 

more with faculty and advisors, and generally had a more positive view regarding campus 

support of student needs and were more satisfied with their college experience (p.124, 127). 

Tinto (2003) found students involved in a learning community “formed their own self-supporting 

groups” and spent more time with their peers outside of the classroom than students not 

participating in a learning community (p. 5). In addition to more social participation, learning 

community students were more active in classroom participation, and persisted at higher rates 
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than non-participants (Tinto, 2003). Students, as reported in Inkelas and Weisman (2003), 

reported a smoother transition into the academic culture due to participation in the academic and 

social opportunities provided as a participant of a living learning community.  

 The majority of learning community studies focus on the learning community participant 

population as a whole. However, student populations and their needs are very diverse, thus 

studying specific populations within the learning community population is important to fully 

understand the scope of impact a learning community program has on student success. Low-

socioeconomic students often have characteristics which place them as high-risk students in 

terms of retention and degree completion. Universities often use programs such as learning 

communities to assist underprepared students in academic and social acclimation. Understanding 

the specific needs of low-socioeconomic students and program impact, is necessary for 

developing quality programming that can have a positive impact on low-socioeconomic student 

success. 

Federal Pell Grant Program 

Need-based aid is funding granted to low-income students, unlike merit-based aid, it does 

not take into consideration factors such as GPA or test scores, the only variable considered is 

family income level. According to Ma, et al., (2016) “In 2015, 82% of high school graduates 

from the highest family income quintile (above $100,010) enrolled immediately in college, 

compared with 62% of those from middle income quintile ($37,000-$60,300) and 58% of those 

from the lowest quintile (below $20,582). The mission of Federal need-based aid is to open 

accessibility to higher education to students who do not have the means to afford the 

continuously increasing tuition costs.  
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 Originally called the Basic Educational Opportunity Grant (BEOG), the Pell Grant 

program has been providing need-based aid to qualifying undergraduate students for over thirty 

years (The Pell Institute, 2017, para. 1). Unlike a loan, students do not need to pay back 

rewarded grant funds. The maximum Pell Grant reward a student can receive for the 2019-2020 

school year is $6,195 (Federal Student Aid, n.d., para. 2). Student awards are based on the 

individual’s financial need, university cost of attendance, full-time or part-time status, and 

academic year attendance plans. Additionally, qualifying students are only eligible to receive 

funds for twelve semesters, the equivalent of six years (Federal Student Aid, n.d., para. 3). 

Students must remain eligible throughout their college career, this includes meeting their specific 

school GPA and progress toward degree requirements. (Federal Student Aid, n.d., para. 2). The 

purpose of the Pell Grant is to reduce the cost of attendance for low-socioeconomic students, 

providing access and theoretically diminishing attrition caused by economic needs (Goldrick-

Rab, et al., 2016). In the 1970s, Pell Grant aid covered roughly 75% of the cost of attending a 

four-year public university, today it covers less than 33% (Goldrick-Rab, et al., 2016). The Pell 

Grant Program is the largest need-based aid program, providing financial support and 

educational opportunities to millions of students, opening the door to higher education for many 

who would otherwise not have the opportunity.  

 In addition to providing access to higher education, receipt of aid has been linked to 

lower levels of dropout. Chen and DesJardins (2008) found low-socioeconomic students who 

receive Pell Grants have lower predictability (20.8%) of dropping out compared to middle-

income Pell Grant recipients (25%). Tinto (2004) noted from NCES 2002 data, students 

receiving Pell Grant aid were more likely to persist than non-recipients in four-year institutions 

(p. 13). However, Godrick-Rab, et al., (2016) declared, “Nationally, 11% of Pell Grant recipients 
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entering public universities do not enroll for a second year of college, and about 80% do not 

receive a bachelor’s degree within four years (p. 1764).  

In the first year of the Pell Grant program, 1973-1974, sixty-two percent of recipients 

attended four-year institutions. Over the years, Pell Grant recipient enrollment has shifted, since 

2002 only about 45% of Pell Grant recipients attend four-year institutions (Engstrom & Tinto, 

2008). As discussed in Engstrom & Tinto (2008), a study conducted by the National Center for 

Education Statistics in 2003 found that students entering four-year institutions were more likely 

to earn a degree (6 in 10 students) than students who began in two-year institutions (1 in 10 

students) (p. 6). The purpose of Pell Grant is to decrease the cost of attendance; however, with 

tuition costs continuing to increase and Pell Grant coverage decreasing, Pell Grant recipients 

may begin college at a two-year institution, take on more loan debt, and take longer to graduate, 

increasing the risk of attrition in a population already at risk of high attrition rates. Retention and 

degree completion of Pell Grant recipients within the shortest possible timeframe is beneficial to 

the students and the institution. This study measures the impact structured learning communities 

may have on the academic success of low-socioeconomic students in a four-year, public 

institution. 

Stater (2009) found that merit-based aid had larger positive effects than need-based aid. 

Unlike merit-based aid, which is often tied to the student’s current university, need-based 

government funded aid is often transferrable between institutions. Due to the ability to transfer 

need-based aid, the receiving of the aid does not foster a “student-institution” bond, or place-

identity, as does a merit-based award (p. 808). Therefore, institutions must take a more active 

role in fostering need-based aid recipient institutional integration. 
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Pell Grant Recipient Characteristics 

Pell Grant recipients embody characteristics described as at-risk or high-risk. These low-

socioeconomic students are often first-generation students, minority students, and graduates from 

underperforming high schools. Pell Grant recipients are more likely to attend a for-profit, less 

than four-year institution in comparison to non-Pell Grant recipients (Engstrom & Tinto, 2008; 

Wei, et al., 2002). Pell Grant recipients are also less likely to be academically prepared for 

college in comparison to non-Pell Grant recipients, this includes SAT and ACT scores falling in 

the lowest range, attending high schools with deficient curriculum, and having a higher rate of 

GED completions in comparison to non-Pell Grant recipients (Wei, et al., 2002). 

Low-Socioeconomic Students 

Socioeconomic status is important in relation to persistence and degree completion. 

Burros, et al. (2013) have shown that those in the higher socioeconomic quartile are more likely 

to persist to degree completion than those in the lower quartile. Students in the higher quartile 

are more likely to come from more affluent schools with available resources, fostering a stronger 

academic foundation than students who do not have the same resources. According to Burros, et 

al., (2013), “moving upward from one SES (socioeconomic status) quintile to another produced, 

on average, over a 6% increase in the likelihood of receiving a college degree” (p. 17). In a study 

using the National Center for Educational Statistics’ (NCES) Beginning Postsecondary Students 

survey (BPS:96/01), Chen and DesJardins (2008) found 38% of low-socioeconomic students 

dropped out within a six-year observation period and did not return to institutes of higher 

education. In comparison, 31% of middle-income students and 22% of high-income students 

dropped out (p. 10). Alon (2011) explained that low-income students are not only less likely to 

attend college than higher socioeconomic peers, but also less likely to earn a bachelor’s degree. 
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Bailey and Dynarski (2011) discussed the completion gap, noting students from high-income 

families are more likely to persist and are twice as likely to complete their degree than students 

from low-socioeconomic backgrounds.  

Tinto’s Student Integration Model focuses on the institution’s role; however, Tinto does 

acknowledge the unique set of circumstances presented by each student in regards to academic 

foundation, secondary school experience, parental involvement, self-perception and motivation, 

and the role these play in student persistence (Tinto, 2007, 2012a). Tinto (2004) notes a 2001 

study by Cabrera, LaNasa, and Burkum of high school sophomores followed for 13 years; this 

study found that only 13% of low-income students entered a four-year institution post high 

school, compared to 45% of high income students (p. 6). Cabrera et al. (2001) also found 42% of 

academically prepared low-income students failed to earn a bachelor’s degree in six years, 

compared to 19% of high-income students. Tinto concluded low-income students often have 

family financial responsibilities and are first generation students, which could lead to less time 

spent involved in campus activities and the feeling of not belonging, leading to high attrition 

risk. 

Jury et al. (2017) reviewed research pertaining to the psychological barriers faced by low-

socioeconomic students in regards to persistence and degree completion. Psychological barriers 

were defined as a student’s “emotional experience (e.g. emotional distress, well-being), identity 

management (e.g. sense of belonging), self-perception (e.g. self-efficacy, perceived threat), and 

motivation (e.g. achievement goals, fear of failure)” (p. 18). Understanding the psychological 

barriers faced by low-socioeconomic students will aid institutes of higher education in the 

development of programs and campus culture that support academic and social integration into 

the campus environment, leading to higher persistence and degree completion rates.  
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Studies discussed in Jury, et al. (2017) found that low-socioeconomic students are more 

likely to feel emotional distress and reported higher levels of depression. Additionally, low-

socioeconomic students reported lower perceptions of competency, more doubts of belonging, 

and fear of proving they do not belong (p. 19-20). Low-socioeconomic students may struggle to 

feel connected to the academic and social environments of higher education, because they are 

more likely to complete secondary education in school systems not equipped with the resources 

or funding that can provide the academic rigor and support needed for students to develop the 

habits, mentality, and skills required to succeed in the college environment (Goldrick-Rab, et al., 

2016). 

As discussed in Stater (2009), “student choice theory” assumes that persistence is based 

on a series of decisions a student makes. These decisions are based on the individual’s 

background, education, environment and policy. In regards to student choice, if the cost of 

attending college is lowered through aid, this “policy instrument” would, based on student choice 

theory, have a positive impact on the student’s choice to persist. Thus, low tuition and/or 

adequate aid, would positively affect persistence rates of students receiving aid (Stater, 2009). 

Though Pell Grant recipients are less likely to be academically prepared for post-secondary 

education, Wei, et al., (2002) found “no overall differences between low and middle-income Pell 

recipients and non-recipients” in persistence rates for those attending public 4-year institutions 

(p. 29). However, Stewart, et al., (2015), found a statistically significant relationship between 

financial aid status and persistence. Students receiving financial aid requiring specific GPA 

qualifications and sanctions or limitations on work hours, such as Pell Grants, may be more 

likely to persist in higher education. Interestingly, Wei, et al., (2002) found Pell Grant recipients 

who scored in the lowest ACT/SAT quartile were “less likely than non-recipients to leave 



   
 

44 
 

without a degree” (p. 29). Additionally, “Among those [students] scoring in the lowest quartile 

[on standardized tests] Pell Grant recipients were less likely to leave without a degree (15 versus 

28 percent,) while among those scoring in the middle quartiles, Pell Grant recipients were more 

likely to leave without a degree (17 versus 12 percent)” (Wei, et al., 2002, p.vi). 

Minority Students 

Studies have shown race as a significant predictor of undergraduate retention, noting 

African American, Hispanic, and American Indian were more likely than Caucasian students to 

withdraw from university (Reason, 2003). As stated in Burros, et al., (2013) while more 

minorities are enrolling in higher education due to increases in accessibility, minorities, other 

than Asian/Pacific Islanders, are more likely to leave college without a degree than Caucasian 

students. Strayhorn (2008) found “all else being equal, low-income Black males who are more 

socially integrated into campus life also are more likely to be retained than those (Black males) 

with little to no social integration” (p. 15). Latin American students, due to family culture, 

obligations, and environmental factors external to the college context, displayed the lowest 

degree completion rate of all minority groups (Burros, et al., 2013). Allen (1999) found that a 

68% variance for minority students’ retention from first to second year was accounted for by 

high school rank, first-year college GPA, and the students’ self-reported desire to earn a college 

degree.  

First-Generation Students 

 Studies typically use one of two definitions for first generation students: 

 A student whose parents or guardians have never attended post-secondary 

education. 
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 A student whose parents or guardians have earned a few post-secondary 

credits, but did not earn a degree (Inkelas, et al., 2007).  

First-generation students “tend to be less academically prepared, have lower reading, 

math and critical thinking skills, and be more likely to attend high schools with less rigorous 

curricula” than students with secondary education degree holding parents (Inkelas, et al., 2007, p. 

405). Additionally, as discussed in Jury, et al. (2017) and noted in Inkelas, et al. (2007), Choy 

found “that first-generation college students were more than twice as likely (23% vs. 10%) to 

leave a 4-year institution before their second year than students whose parents had a bachelor’s 

degree (p. 406).  

 While Jury, et al., (2017) found that first-generation students were more likely to fear 

failure and had lower persistence rates than non-first generation students, studies discussed in 

Inkelas et al., (2007) found that first-generation students are more likely to persist in smaller 

classrooms, where instructor attention and class participation is more likely to occur than in 

larger lecture halls. Furthermore, first-generation students are also more likely to persist when 

engaged in extracurricular student activities and when participating in campus activities. 

However, first-generation students are also less likely to participate in classroom discussions, 

less likely to join student activities, and more likely to have friends and activities off campus and 

not part of the college environment. Studies such as Terenzini (1994), as cited in Inkelas, et al., 

(2007), state first-generation students must adjust to a new academic and social culture, indeed, 

disengage from previous academic and social cultural knowledge in order to acclimate and 

persist in the collegiate environment. Learning communities offer a designed structure of smaller 

enrollment courses, highly engaged instructors, and campus social events, which place first-
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generation students in an environment designed to create academic and social transitioning and 

college persistence.  

Benefits of Higher Education 

 The benefits of higher education, for both the individual and society as a whole, have 

been well documented. Obtaining a college degree is beneficial to the student in that “college 

attendance improves verbal, quantitative, communication, critical thinking, and moral reasoning 

skills” (Burrus, et al., 2013, p. 1). Additionally, those who complete a bachelor’s degree “earn 

over one million dollars more during their lifetime than do those who do not go to college” 

(Tinto, 2012a, p. 1) and for first-generation students, often a primary characteristic of low-

socioeconomic students, the impact of income earned with a college degree is “at least doubling 

of family earnings” (Tinto, 2004, p. 7). For all races and ethnicities, unemployment rates 

decreased as the level of education increased (Ma, et al., 2016). Baum and Payea (2004) found 

that regardless of income bracket, the percentage of those reporting the best individual health 

increased as education level increased. In addition to individual benefits, the more educated a 

population, the more society benefits.  

 Higher education “has been linked to lower unemployment rates, greater job satisfaction, 

decreased reliance on social support and public assistance programs, lower rates of obesity, and 

higher reported levels of voting and volunteerism” (Burrus, et al., 2013, p. 1). The largest 

population of State, Local, and Federal prison inmates are those with a high school degree or 

less, the smallest population in all three security levels (minimum, medium, and maximum) of 

prison are those with postsecondary schooling (Harlow, 2003). Children of educated parents tend 

to earn higher levels of education and the more educated a population, the higher percentage of 

citizens volunteer in the community and on average, volunteer more hours than those with less 
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learning community (Engstrom & Tinto, 2008; Inkelas, et al., 2007; Rocconi, 2011; Strange & 

Banning, 2001; Tinto, 2003, 2004; Tinto & Reimer, 1998; Zhao & Kuh, 2004). Creating 

curriculum linked courses takes high levels of communication and collaboration with the faculty 

involved.  

Many instructors begin their career in the classrooms with no formal instruction of 

curriculum development, student learning style strategies, or learning-centered assessment. 

Additionally, the current system of higher education instruction often leaves instructors siloed 

within their classroom or department, often searching out instruction and learning knowledge via 

self-directed discussion with peers, academic articles, or self-selected conferences (Baker, 1999). 

Faculty learning communities (FLC) are structured working groups of instructors collaborating 

on teaching techniques, current teaching issues, specific topics such as online instruction or 

student engagement, or working together to create unified and integrated programming (Banasik 

& Dean, 2016). Research has shown that participation in a FLC has a positive impact on 

curriculum and assessment design, course design, self-efficacy, teaching methods, campus 

collaboration, and student engagement and learning outcomes (Banasik & Dean, 2016; Cox, 

2004). Additionally, MacGregor, et al., (2000), found that faculty involved in creating student 

learning community curriculum develop a sense of community and “make significant gains in 

personal, social, and professional development” (p. 3).  

Developing linked curriculum, themes, and learning objectives takes a collaborative 

effort from all instructors teaching courses selected for the cohorts. Creating a faculty learning 

community within the administrative directive of the student learning community allows time 

within schedules for faculty to collaborate, discuss, and create a strategic plan to provide the 

curriculum and support students need to accomplish the objectives of the learning community. 



   
 

98 
 

Additionally, participation in the FLC benefits the instructors as well, especially in terms of 

shared ideas, new knowledge, and collaborative networking.  

Structured Study Support 

 Research has shown that for many low-socioeconomic students, the academic transition 

to college is difficult. Many come from underprepared high schools and do not possess the study, 

time management, and discipline skills necessary to be academically successful (Burros, et al., 

2013; Wei, et al., 2002). It can be argued that regardless of background and high school 

performance, smoothly transitioning to the academic expectations of college can be challenging 

for all first-year students. Often first-year students, especially underprepared students, are not 

accustomed to the time commitment or proficient in the study techniques needed to be 

academically successful. This lack of academic experience, paired with new social 

independence, often creates a challenging first-year environment. Creating and mandating 

structured study environments, with tutorial and general study support would provide an 

opportunity to practice study skills, create study groups, and have scheduled time dedicated to 

academic work. Research has shown that students who participate in tutoring or supplemental 

instruction show greater cognitive gains and have positively impacted academic performance 

than those who do not (Cohen, et al., 1981; Edlin, et al., 2019; Lidren, et al., 1991; Oja, 2012). 

One mission of learning community programs is to teach students the skills needed to be 

successful in college. Including study skill and time management instruction in the learning 

community curriculum will teach students the most productive ways to study and the most 

productive use of their time. Additionally, creating a space of structured study with additional 

support in the forms of peer tutors and academic mentors will allow students to practice new 

study and time management skills, and participate in study sessions in a guided and supportive 



   
 

99 
 

environment. Adding these structures to the learning community curriculum may help with GPA 

for the first year within the program, and potentially teach students the skills they need to be 

successful in college beyond participating in a learning community. Thus, having a positive 

impact on GPA throughout their college career, which in turn, impacts retention and degree 

completion.  

Multiple-Year Learning Community Program   

 University students are a diverse group, some enter ready for the academic challenges 

ahead; however, many, especially those from underperforming high schools, those from low- 

SES backgrounds, and first generation students, are not. Creating a multiple-year learning 

community program with specific goals, structures and student population needs in mind would 

create a proactive and progressive structure for student support and growth. Research of 

multiple-year learning community programs brings up very little. Zhao and Kuh (2004) studied 

freshmen and senior students who completed the National Survey of Student Engagement 

(NSSE) and found that for seniors, if they had participated in a learning community at any point 

within their career, showed higher levels of student engagement and academic success. However, 

the survey does not provide an opportunity to note if the learning community was a first-year 

program or other.  

Summer bridge programs are shorter-duration versions of learning communities. These 

programs begin and end the summer prior to fall freshmen start. The mission of summer bridge 

programs mirrors that of first-year learning communities, to help students transition from high 

school and acclimate to the college environment (Allen & Bir, 2012; Cabrera et al., 2013). Like 

first-year learning communities, literature of summer bridge academic success impact varies and 

is not generalizable to other programs. The University of Mississippi hosts a summer bridge 
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program, JumpStart, which seeks to “provide participants the tools needed to make the next four 

years a success” (JumpStart, 2019). Another learning community at the University of 

Mississippi, Luckyday, offers a Sophomore Year Experience Program with partnerships with the 

Career Center and Campus Landscape Services to build “upon the foundation set by the 

Luckyday freshmen year experience” (The Luckyday Program, 2019). Researching the impact of 

a second year learning community program would be valuable for reference and planning.  

As students navigate from first-year to second, the role of major selection becomes a 

priority. This provides an opportunity to create new or continue first-year learning community 

cohorts through partnerships with major advisors and career services. As students move into their 

selected majors, this provides an opportunity to provide major specific learning community 

cohorts with linked curriculum, major advisors, peer mentors, and supplemental instruction. This 

has been an effective practice and structure for STEM majors (Russell, 2017; Solanki, et al., 

2019). Finally, as students enter their senior year, the focus of completion, internships, job 

applications, workforce soft skills, and graduate school applications offer opportunities to partner 

with career services, major advisors, and local and national businesses. Creating structured 

support throughout a student’s path to graduation is a proactive measure to aid in student success 

within the institution and prepare them for success as they enter the job-force.  

Conclusion 

 Learning communities can offer positive experiences for students and help create 

academic and social curriculums that impact a student’s academic success. This is especially 

important for low-socioeconomic students who often enter college underprepared and as 

literature has shown, often have lower GPAs, lower retention rates, and lower graduation rates 

than their middle and upper socioeconomic peers. In terms of this study, low-socioeconomic 
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students participating in FASTrack at the University of Mississippi in fall cohort years 2010 – 

2013 did not experience an overall academic success impact through their learning community 

participation. Participation in the first-year learning community had no significant impact in low 

SES LCP first-semester and first-year GPA. However, there was a significant difference in 

second-year, third-year, and fourth-year GPA in which low SES NLCP GPA was higher than 

low SES LCP. This may indicate that learning community participation may actually impact 

low-socioeconomic student GPA for the first-year, but once learning community support was 

removed, these students no longer benefited. Additionally, second-year retention was 

significantly higher for low SES LCP compared to both low SES NLCPs and non-low SES 

students overall. While this indicates participation in a first-year learning community impacts 

second-year retention for low-socioeconomic students, it is possible to be retained at a university 

under a probationary status and not be academically successful in terms of GPA.  

 Learning communities differ because they are created in universities based on the 

institution’s specific student needs, budgetary restrictions, and faculty restrictions. Creating 

productive learning communities goes beyond simply placing student cohorts in the same 

schedule. Course curriculum in terms of theme, assignments, and assessments must be 

strategically linked by participating faculty. This level of curriculum design, one that crosses 

schools and departments, is a commitment of time and resources; however, creating a faculty 

learning community within the administrative design of the student learning community could 

help with organization and time management.  

Low-socioeconomic students continue to succeed at vastly lower rates than their middle 

and upper-socioeconomic peers. Universities, as theorized by Bean (1979), Strange and Banning 

(2001, 2015) and Tinto (1987, 2012a), have a responsibility to design an environment which 
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fosters academic success. Learning communities can provide programming that can support, 

acclimate, and impact low-socioeconomic students’ academic and social integration into 

university expectations and culture. To impact students in a learning community, especially low-

socioeconomic and underprepared students, courses must be strategically linked by curriculum, 

participating faculty must collaborate on appropriate assignments and assessments that will teach 

college classroom skills, and mandatory study hall and tutorial support must be designed within 

the program. Additional qualitative research, such as student surveys and interviews, would also 

add to the body of learning community literature in terms of understanding student perspective 

on both the academic and social aspects and impacts of the learning community.



   
 

103 
 

LIST OF REFERENCES



   
 

104 
 

About UM. (2019). The University of Mississippi. Retrieved on March 10, 2019, from  

  http://olemiss.edu/aboutum/ 

Aldric, A. (2019, December 1). Average ACT Score for 2019, 2018, 2017, 2016, and Earlier  

 Years. https://blog.prepscholar.com/average-act-score-for-2015-2014-2013-and-earlier-

 years 

Allen, D. (1999). Desire to finish college: An empirical link between motivation and persistence. 

 Research in Higher Education, 40, 461-485. 

Allen, D. F., & Bir, B. (2012). Academic confidence and summer bridge learning communities: 

 Path analytic linkages to student persistence. Journal of College Student Retention, 13(4), 

 519-548. 

Aljohani, O. (2016). A comprehensive review of the major studies and theoretical models of 

 student retention in higher education. Higher Education Studies, 6(2), 1-17. 

Alon, S. (2011). Who benefits most from financial aid? The heterogeneous effect of need-based 

 grants on students’ college persistence. Social Science Quarterly, 92(3), 807-829.  

Baker, P. (1999). Creating learning communities: The unfinished agenda. The social works of 

 higher education, 95-109. 

Bailey, M. J., & Dynarski, S. M. (2011). Gains and gaps: Changing inequality in US college 

 entry and completion (No. w17633). National Bureau of Economic Research. 



   
 

105 
 

Banasik, M., & Dean, J. (2016). Non-tenure track faculty and learning communities: 

 Bridging the divide to enhance teaching quality. Innovative Higher Education, 41(4), 

 333–342. 

Basic Eligibility Criteria. (n.d.). Federal Student Aid. Retrieved March 10, 2020, from 

 https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/eligibility/basic-criteria 

Baum, S., & Payea, K. (2004). Education pays 2004: The benefits of education for individuals 

 and society. New York: College Board. 

Bean, J. P. (1979, April 8-12). Dropouts and turnover: The synthesis and test of a causal model 

 of student attrition. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Educational 

 Research Association, San Francisco, CA. 

Blimling, G. S. (1993). The influence of college residence halls on students. Higher Education: 

 Handbook of Theory and Research, 9, 248-307. 

Burrus, J., Elliott, D., Brenneman, M., Markle, R., Carney, L., Moore, G., Betancourt, A., 

 Jackson, T., Robbins, S., Kyllonen, P., Roberts, R. D. (2013). Putting and keeping 

 students on track: Toward a comprehensive model of college persistence and goal 

 attainment. ETS Research Report Series, 2013(1). 

Cabrera, A. F., Amaury, N. & Castaneda, M. B. (1993). College persistence: Structural equations 

 modeling test of an integrated model of student retention. The Journal of Higher  

  Education, 64(2), 123-139.  

Cabrera, A. F., Castaneda, M. B., Nora, A., Hengstler, D. (1992). The convergence between two 

 theories of college persistence. The Journal of Higher Education, 63(2), 134-164. 

Cabrera, A. F., La Nasa, S. M., & Burkum, K. R. (2001). On the right path: The higher education 

 story of one generation. Research in Higher Education, 42(2), 119-149. 



   
 

106 
 

Cabrera, N. L., Miner, D. D., & Milem, J. F. (2013). Can a summer bridge program impact first-

 year persistence and performance?: A case study of the New Start Summer Program. 

 Research in Higher Education, 54(5), 481-498.  

Cambridge-Williams, T., Winsler, A., Kitsantas, A., & Bernard, E. (2013). University 100 

 orientation courses and living-learning communities boost academic retention and 

 graduation via enhanced self-efficacy and self-regulated learning. Journal of College 

 Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 15(2), 243-268. 

Chen, R., & DesJardins, S. L. (2008). Exploring the effects of financial aid on the gap in student  

 dropout risks by income level. Research in Higher Education, 49, 1-18. 

Chen, R., & St. John, E. P. (2011). State financial policies and college student persistence: A 

 national study. The Journal of Higher Education, 82(5), 629-660. 

Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences (2nd ed.). Mahwah, NJ: 

  Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Cohen, P. A., & Kulik, J. A. (1981). Synthesis of research on the effects of tutoring. 

 Educational Leadership, 39(3), 227-29. 

Common Data Set 2008-2009. (2009). Office of Institutional Research, Effectiveness, and 

 Planning. The University of Mississippi. Retrieved from 

 http://irep.olemiss.edu/institutional-research/common-data-set/2008-09-common-data-

 set/ 

 Common Data Set 2013-2014. (2014). Office of Institutional Research, Effectiveness, and 

 Planning. The University of Mississippi. Retrieved from 

 http://irep.olemiss.edu/institutional-research/common-data-set/ 



   
 

107 
 

Common Data Set H: Financial Aid (2016-2017). (2017). Office of Institutional Research,  

 Effectiveness, and Planning. The University of Mississippi. Retrieved from 

https://irep.olemiss.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/98/2017/09/Section-H-Financial-Aid-

2016-17.pdf 

Cox, M. D. (2004). Introduction to faculty learning communities. New Directions for Teaching 

 and Learning, 2004(97), 5-23. 

Creswell, J. W. (2012). Educational Research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating   

 quantitative and qualitative research (4th ed.). Boston, Mass. Pearson Education, Inc. 

Creswell, J. W. (2015). Educational Research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating 

 quantitative and qualitative research (5th ed.). Boston, Mass. Pearson Education, Inc.  

Edlin, M., & Guy, G. M. (2019). Mandatory and scheduled supplemental instruction in 

 remedial algebra. Journal of Developmental Education, 43(1), 2–10.  

Engle, J., & Tinto, V. (2008). Moving beyond access: College success for low-income,  

 first-generation students. Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education. 

Engstrom, C.M., & Tinto, V. (2008). Learning better together: The impact of learning 

 communities on the persistence of low-income students. Opportunity Matters, 1, 5-21. 

Estep, T.M. (2016, October). The graduation gap and socioeconomic status: Using stereotype  

 threat to explain graduation rates. Why are low-income students not completing their 

 degree programs? Retrieved from American Psychological Association website: 

 https://www.apa.org/pi/ses/resources/indicator/2016/10/graduation-gap 

FASTrack. (2019). The University of Mississippi. Retrieved August 12, 2019, from 

 http://fastrack.olemiss.edu/ 



   
 

108 
 

FASTrack. (2020). The University of Mississippi. March 1, 2020, fromRetrieved from 

 http://fastrack.olemiss.edu/files/2020/01/FASTrack-marketing.pdf 

FASTrack FRESH MINDS. (2016). The University of Mississippi. Retrieved from  

 http://fastrack.olemiss.edu/fresh-minds/ 

FASTrack FAQ. (2019). The University of Mississippi. Retrieved August 12, 2019, from 

 http://fastrack.olemiss.edu/faq/ 

Federal Student Aid. (n.d.). US Department of Education. Retrieved from    

 https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/types/grants-scholarships/pell 

Fink, J. E., & Inkelas, K. K. (2015). A history of learning communities within American higher  

 education. New Directions for Student Services, 149, 5-15.  

Garcia, R. R. (2008). The Relationship Between Learning Communities and Academic Success, 

 Persistence, and Graduation Rates for First-time Freshman Students (Doctoral 

 dissertation, University of Northern Colorado). 

Geelhoed, R. J., Abe, J., & Talbot, D. M. (2003). A qualitative investigation of US students' 

 experiences in an international peer program. Journal of College Student Development, 

 44(1), 5-17. 

Gershenson, S. (2018). Grade inflation in high schools, 2005–2016. Thomas B. Fordham 

 Institute, 19. 

Glossary. (n.d.). Federal Student Aid. Retrieved from 

 https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/glossary#letter_f 

Goldrick-Rab, S., Kelchen, R., Harris, D. N., & Benson, J. (2016). Reducing income inequality 

 in educational attainment: experimental evidence on the impact of financial aid on  

 college completion. American Journal of Sociology, 121(6), 1762-1817. 



   
 

109 
 

Graduation Trends. (2019). UM Tableau. Retrieved August 12, 2019, from 

https://tableau.olemiss.edu/#/views/RetentionGraduationandStudentSuccess/GraduationT

rends?:iid=1 

Harlow, C. W. (2003, April). U.S. Department of Justice. Education and correctional  

  populations. (NJC 195670). Retrieved from https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/ecp.pdf 

Hegler, K. L. (2004). Assessing learning communities. Assessment Update, 16(6), 1-8. 

Hinkle, D. E., Wiersma, W., & Jurs, S. G. (2003). Applied statistics for the behavioral sciences 

 (5th ed.). Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin. 

Hotchkiss, J. L., Moore, R. E., & Pitts, M. M. (2006). Freshman learning communities, college 

 performance, and retention. Education economics, 14(2), 197-210. 

How Aid Is Calculated. (2018, October 23). Retrieved from 

 https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/fafsa/next-steps/how-calculated#efc. 

Hu, S., & Kuh, G. D. (2003). Diversity experiences and college student learning and personal 

 development. Journal of College Student Development, 44(3), 320-334. 

Hurwitz, M., & Lee, J. (2018). Grade inflation and the role of standardized testing. Measuring 

 success: Testing, grades, and the future of college admissions, 64-93. 

Hussar, W. J., & Bailey, T. M. (2019). Projections of education statistics to 2027. NCES 2019-

 001. National Center for Educational Statistics. 

IHL News. (2013, April 18). Board of trustees approves new allocation model for university 

 system. Mississippi Public Universities.   

 http://www.mississippi.edu/newsarchive/newsstory.asp?ID=1013 



   
 

110 
 

Inkelas, K. K., & Weisman, J. (2003). Different by design: An examination of outcomes   

 associated with three types of living-learning programs. Journal of College Student 

 Development, 44, 433-449.  

Inkelas, K. K., Daver, Z. E., Vogt, K. E., & Leonard, J. B. (2007). Living-learning programs 

 and first-generation college students’ academic and social transition to college. Research

 in Higher Education, 48(4), 403-434. 

Institute for Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. (2013). Percentage of 

  recent high school completers enrolled in 2-year and 4-year colleges, by income level: 

 1975 through 2012. Retrieved from 

 http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d13/tables/dt13_302.30.asp. 

JumpStart. (2019). JumpStart. University of Mississippi. Retrieved March 15, 2020, from 

 http://www.outreach.olemiss.edu/jumpstart/ 

Jury, M., Smeding, A., Stephens, N. M., Nelson, J. E., Aelenei, C., Darnon, C. (2017). The 

 experience of low-SES students in higher education: Psychological barriers to success 

 and interventions to reduce social-class inequality. Journal of Social Issues, 73(1), 

 16-34. 

Johnson, J. L., & Romanoff, S. J. (1999). Higher education residential learning communities:  

 What are the implications of student success? College Student Journal, 33(3), 385-400. 

Johnson, S. R., & Stage, F. K. (2018). Academic Engagement and Student Success: Do High-

 Impact Practices Mean Higher Graduation Rates? Journal of Higher Education, 89(5), 

 753–781. https://doi-org.umiss.idm.oclc.org/10.1080/00221546.2018.1441107 

Khine, K. (2019). A number of jobs require more education, leaving middle-skill workers with 

 fewer opportunities. Stat Chat. University of Virginia. http://statchatva.org/2019/05/10/a-



   
 

111 
 

 greater-number-of-jobs-require-more-education-leaving-middle-skill-workers-with-

 fewer-opportunities/ 

Lenning, O. T., Ebbers, L. H., ERIC Clearinghouse on Higher Education, & Association for the 

 Study of Higher Education. (1999). The powerful potential of learning communities: 

 Improving education for the future. Washington, DC: Graduate School of Education and 

 Human Development, George Washington University. 

Lidren, D. M., & Meier, S. E. (1991). The effects of minimal and maximal peer tutoring systems 

 on the academic performance of college. Psychological Record, 41(1), 69.  https://doi-

 org.umiss.idm.oclc.org/10.1007/BF03395094 

Lou, J., & Jamieson-Drake, D. (2013). Examining the educational benefits of interacting with 

 international students. Journal of International Students, 3(2), 85-101. 

Ma, J., Pender, M., & Welch, M. (2016). Education pays 2016: The benefits of higher education 

 for individuals and society. Trends in Higher Education Series. College Board. 

MacGregor, J., Tinto, V., & Lindblad, J. H. (2000). Assessment of innovative efforts: Lessons  

 from the learning community movement. Assessment to promote deep learning: Insight 

 from AAHE’s, 41-48. 

Mini Fact Book 2019-2020. (2019). The University of Mississippi. Retrieved March 10, 2020, 

 from https://irep.olemiss.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/98/2020/01/Mini-Fact-Book-in-

 2019-2020.pdf 

Mintz, S. (2019). The truth about learning communities. Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved from  

 https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/higher-ed-gamma/truth-about-learning-

 communities 



   
 

112 
 

Morrison, L., & Silverman, L. (2012). Retention theories, models, and concepts. In A. Seidman  

 (Ed.), College Student Retention: Formula for Student Success (pp. 61-80). Lanham, MD:

 Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. 

Mortenson, T. G. (2012). Measurements of persistence. In A. Seidman (Ed.), College student  

 retention: Formula for student success (2nd ed., p. 35-59). Lanham, Maryland: Rowan & 

 Littlefield.  

National Center for Educational Statistics. (2018). Fast facts: Back to school statistics.

 Retrieved from https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=372 

National Center for Educational Statistics. (2019). Undergraduate retention and graduation rates. 

 Retrieved March 11, 2020, from https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_ctr.asp 

Nichols, A. (2015). The Pell partnership: Ensuring a shared responsibility for low-income 

 student success. First in Education Trust. September. 

Noble, J., & Sawyer, R. (2002). Predicting different levels of academic success in college using  

 high school GPA and ACT Composite score. ACT Research Report Series. 

Nosaka, T., & Novak, H. (2014). Against the odds: The impact of the key communities at 

 Colorado State University on retention and graduation for historically underrepresented 

 students. Learning Communities Research and Practice, 2(2), 3. 

Oja, M. (2012). Supplemental instruction improves grades but not persistence.  

 College Student Journal, 46(2), 344–349. 

Olds, B. M., & Miller, R. L. (2004). The effect of a first‐year integrated engineering curriculum 

 on graduation rates and student satisfaction: A longitudinal study. Journal of Engineering 

 Education, 93(1), 23-35. 



   
 

113 
 

Pascarella, E. T., & Terenzini, P. T. (1991). How college affects students. San Francisco, CA: 

 Jossey-Bass.  

Pascarella, E. T., Palmer, B., Moye, M., & Pierson, C. T. (2001). Do diversity experiences 

 influence the development of critical thinking?. Journal of College Student Development. 

Persistence & Retention – 2019. (2019, July 10). National Student Clearinghouse Research  

 Center. Retrieved March 10, 2020 from https://nscresearchcenter.org/snapshotreport35-

 first-year-persistence-and-retention/ 

Proshansky, H. M., Fabian, A. K., & Kaminoff, R. (1983). Place-identity: Physical world 

 socialization of the self. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 3(1), 57-83. 

Ransdell, S. (2001). Predicting college success: the importance of ability and non-cognitive 

 variables. International Journal of Educational Research, 35, 357-364. 

Reason, R. D. (2003). Student variable that predict retention: Recent research and new 

 developments. NASPA Journal, 40(4), 172-191. 

Retention Trends. (2019). UM Tableau. Retrieved from  

https://tableau.olemiss.edu/#/views/RetentionGraduationandStudentSuccess/RetentionTre

nds?:iid=1 

Rocconi, L. M. (2011). The impact of learning communities on first year students’ growth and 

 development in college. Research in Higher Education, 52, 178-193.  

Rossman, D. (2017) New graduation data on Pell recipients reveals a gap in outcomes. Ithaka 

 S+R. Retrieved from https://sr.ithaka.org/blog/new-graduation-data-on-pell-recipients-

 reveals-a-gap-in-outcomes/ 



   
 

114 
 

Russell, L. (2017). Can learning communities boost success of women and minorities in STEM? 

 Evidence from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Economics of Education 

 Review, 61, 98–111. 

Schudde, L., & Scott-Clayton, J. (2016). Pell Grants as performance based scholarships? An  

 examination of satisfactory academic progress requirements in the nation’s largest need- 

 based aid program. Research in Higher Education, 57, 943-967.    

 doi: 10.1007/s11162-016-9413-3 

Schapiro, N. S., & Levine, J. (eds.) (1999). Creating learning communities: A practical guide to 

 winning support, organizing for change, and implementing programs. Josey-Bass, San 

 Francisco.  

Schroeder, C. C. (1994). Developing learning communities. In C. C. Schroeder, P. Mable, & 

 Associaties (eds.), Residence halls and college experience: Past and present. San  

 Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.  

Seidman, A. (2nd ed.). (2012). College student retention: Formula for student success. Lanham, 

 MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 

Smith, B. L., MacGregor, J., Matthews, R. S., and Gabelnick, F. (2004). Learning communities: 

 Reforming undergraduate education. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  

Solanki, S., McPartlan, P., Xu, D., & Sato, B. K. (2019). Success with EASE: Who benefits from 

 a STEM learning community? PLoS ONE, 14(3), 1–20. 

Stater, M. (2009). The impact of financial aid on college GPA at three flagship public 

 institutions. American Educational Research Journal, 46(3), 782-815. 

Stewart, S., Lim, D. H., & Kim, J. (2015). Factors influencing college persistence for first-time 

 students. Journal of Developmental Education, 38(3), 12-20.  



   
 

115 
 

Strange, C. C., & Banning, J. H. (2001). Educating by design: Creating campus learning 

 environments that work. San Francisco, CA., Jossey-Bass Inc.  

Strange, C. C., & Banning, J. H. (2015). Designing for learning: Creating campus learning 

 environments for student success. 2nd edition. San Francisco, CA., Jossey-Bass Inc.   

Strayhorn, T. L. (2008). The invisible man: Factors affecting the retention of low-income   

 African American males. National Association of Student Affairs Professionals Journal, 

 11, 66-87.  

The College Board. (2016). Pell grants: Total expenditure, maximum and average grant,   

 and number of recipients over time. Trends in Higher Education. Retrieved from 

 https://trends.collegeboard.org/student-aid/figures-tables/pell-grants-total-expenditures-

 maximum-and-average-grant-and-number-recipients-over-time 

The College Board. (2018a). Undergraduate enrollment and percentage receiving Pell Grants 

 over time. Trends in Higher Education. Retrieved from 

 https://trends.collegeboard.org/student-aid/figures-tables/undergraduate-enrollment-and-

 percentage-receiving-pell-grants-over-time 

The College Board. (2018b). Trends in student aid 2018. Trends in Higher Education. Retrieved 

 from https://trends.collegeboard.org/sites/default/files/2018-trends-in-student-aid.pdf 

The EFC Formula. (2019). Retrieved from 

 https://ifap.ed.gov/efcformulaguide/attachments/1920EFCFormulaGuide.pdf 

The Luckyday Program (2019). Sophomore year experience. Retrieved March 15, 2020 from 

 https://luckydayscholarship.olemiss.edu/sophomore-year-experience/ 

The Pell Institute. (2017). Pell Grants. Retrieved from 

 http://www.pellinstitute.org/pell_grants.shtml 



   
 

116 
 

Tinto, V. (1987). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of student attrition.   

 Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987.  

Tinto, V. (1999). Taking retention seriously: Rethinking the first year of college. NACADA 

 Journal, 19(2), 5-9. 

Tinto, V. (2003). Learning better together: The impact of learning communities on student 

 success. Higher Education monograph series, 1(8), 1-8. 

Tinto, V. (2004). Student Retention and Graduation: Facing the Truth, Living with the 

 Consequences. Occasional Paper 1. Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher 

 Education. 

Tinto, V. (2007). Research and practice of student retention: What next? Journal of College 

  Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 8 (1), 1-19. 

Tinto, V. (2012a). Completing college: Rethinking institutional action. Chicago, IL: University  

 of Chicago Press. 

Tinto, V. (2012b). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of student attrition. 

 Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.  

Tinto, V. (2016). How to improve student persistence and completion. Inside Higher Ed.   

 Retrieved from https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2016/09/26/how-improve-

 student-persistence-and-completion-essay 

Tinto, V., & Goodsell, A. (1993). Freshman interest groups and the first year experience:   

 Constructing student communities in a large university. Paper presented at the annual 

 meeting of the College Reading and Learning Association. Kansas City, MO. 





   
 

118 
 

VITA

APRIL D. THOMPSON 
 

EDUCATION: 
 

Doctor of Philosophy Higher Education University of Mississippi May 2020 

 

Dissertation: Learning Community Impact on Low-Socioeconomic Student Success in a 4-Year 

Public University 

 

Master of Science  Sport 

Administration 

 

Florida State University December 2003 

Bachelor of Arts English           

Creative Writing 

Florida State University April 2001 

    
 

 
EXPERIENCE: 
 
DIRECTOR OF ACADEMIC OUTREACH 

University of Mississippi / Oxford, MS.  / January 2015 – Present 

 

 Directs and coordinates the development of online and hybrid courses and 

programs with Deans, Chairs, and Graduate Program Coordinators. 

 Manages an Instructional Design Team developing online teaching endorsement 

programs and continuing education workshops. 

 Supervises the development of a systematic online course evaluation and review 

process.  

 Developed the University of Mississippi Online Program Management System, which 

includes: market research, program development and course design, marketing 

strategies, course and program review. 

 Responsible for managing summer, intersession, and online courses for enrollment 

and profitability. 



   
 

119 
 

 Responsible for fiscal operations, including department budget, faculty salaries, 

select scholarships, faculty grants, expenses and profitability, and revenue 

distribution to the Office of the Provost, Schools, and The College. 

 Supervise and coordinate activities of staff: Assistant Director (1), Instructional 

Design Team (4), Manager (1), and Operations Supervisor (1).  

 Assists the Associate Provost with research and other department management 

projects.  

 Insures academic guidelines and policies for Summer and Online are congruent with 

SACSCOC and NC-SARA regulations. 

 Responsible for end-of-term Provost reports. 

 Responsible for staying informed of new educational technology and best practices.  

 Assists Marketing in the development of advertising, marketing strategies, and 

social media presence. 

 

 
ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR OF STUDENT-ATHLETE DEVELOPMENT / DIRECTOR OF 

ACADEMIC ENRICHMENT 

University of Mississippi / Oxford, MS.  / November 2011 – December 2014 

 Responsible for the continued development and growth of the Academic 

Enrichment Program. 

 Responsible for designing and overseeing the Summer Bridge Program: REBS (Rising 

to Excellence and Building Success).  

 Co-created and managed the reading development program: Rebel Reading.  

 Supervised and evaluated an assistant director/tutorial coordinator (1), learning 

specialists (4), full-time interns (2), and part-time tutorial support staff members 

(145). 

 Oversaw budgetary issues with Rebel Reading and Academic Enrichment Tutorial 

Support. 

 Founding member of the Wellness Concern Committee. 

 Responsible for the Tutorial Staff Handbook and training programs. 

 Responsible for the Academic Enrichment Policies and Procedures Manual. 

 Assisted the Senior Associate Athletic Director for Academics in creating, 

implementing, and evaluating department policies, procedures, and programming. 

 Created a tiered support program for student-athletes. 

 Developed and implemented an Academic Enrichment student-athlete case-load 

rubric and “graduation” rubric. 

 Worked with learning deficient and high-risk student-athletes. 

 Acting liaison with Psychological Services Center, Office of Student Disability Services 

and Human Resources. 



   
 

120 
 

 Administered and scored in-house learning deficiency screenings for all incoming 

student-athletes. 

 Administered in-house learning style inventory and background questionnaires for 

all incoming student-athletes. 

 Developed Individual Education Plans for student-athletes within the Academic 

Enrichment Program. 

 Conducted weekly meetings with Academic Enrichment staff. 

 Conducted monthly meetings with Academic Strategists. 

 Recruited, hired, trained, monitored and evaluated Tutorial Staff: Academic 

Strategists (15), Mentors (25), and Subject Tutors (105).  

 Conducted and organized monthly Tutorial Staff trainings. 

 Responsible for end-of-semester and end-of-year Academic Enrichment Program 

Statistics Reports. 

 Responsible for all confidential student-athlete assessment documentation. 

 Met with prospective student-athletes on campus for official and unofficial visits.   

 

A D D I T I O N A L  E X P E R I E N C E  
 
LEARNING SPECIALIST / ACADEMIC ADVISOR 

University of Tulsa / Tulsa, OK.  / July 2008 – November 2011 

 
LEARNING SPECIALIST / MENTOR COORDINATOR 

University of Georgia / Athens, GA. / July 2007 – July 2008 

 
ASSISTANT ATHLETIC DIRECTOR/ENGLISH TEACHER/SOCCER 

COACH/ADMISSIONS ASSISTANT 

Athens Academy / Athens, GA. / June 2005 – July 2007 

 

ENGLISH TEACHER / SCOCER COACH 

Leon High School / Tallahassee, FL. / August 2004 – August 2005 

 

ATHLETIC ACADEMIC ADVISOR / TUTORIAL COORDINATOR / EDUCATIONAL 

ASSISTANT 

Florida State University / Tallahassee, FL. / August 2003 – August 2004 

 

 



   
 

121 
 

SERVICE: 

 

Committee Membership 

 Academic Programs and Offerings Committee (May 2020 – Present) 

 Academic Continuity Committee (March 2020-Present) 

 Keep Teaching Committee (March 2020-Present) 

 Center for Excellence in Teaching Board (Fall 2016-Fall 2019) 

 

Search Committees 

Committees Chaired:  

 Director of Testing  

 Director of Academic Enrichment  

 Instructional Design and Training Specialist (multiple committees) 

 Manager of Summer, Winter, and Online Sessions 

 Learning Specialist (multiple committees) 

 Athletic Academic Support Tutorial Coordinator  

 

Member of Search Committees: 

 Senior Associate Athletic Director of Academic Services 

 Associate Provost/Director of Outreach and Continuing Education 

 Athletic Academic Advisor (multiple committees) 

 

 


