Figure 2.1

Tinto’s Longitudinal Model of Institutional Departure
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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:

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

e Distribution of Power: administrators, faculty and staff are responsible for designing and
implementing policies, programs, and procedures to meet institutional goals.

e 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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e 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.

e 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
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Note. From Strange, C. C., & Banning, J. H. (2015). Designing for learning: Creating campus
learning environments for student success. 2" 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
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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 20" 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
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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.
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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 ina 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.

38



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

13

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
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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:

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

education.
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e 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.
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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
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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.
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