Learning Communities Enhance Student Outcomes and Ignite Campus Expansion Efforts

Abstract

Living/learning communities, begun in Fall 2001, have elicited strong student outcomes and faculty engagement with the freshman experience.  Assessment strategies, built into the beginning pilot work, provide sound evidence of the success of these communities, and have fueled expansion to include over 500 students in 2005.  This poster depicts the chronological progression of growth in freshman year programming and provides a model for growth based upon our research on student success and faculty engagement.

Collaboration and cooperation among Academic and Student Affairs faculty and staff have been key to the success and expansion of Millersville University’s current freshman living/learning communities (LCs).  This shared commitment has been vital in creating a strong sense of community among student and faculty participants both within their respective groups and across campus. Assessment findings of our early pilot work has validated the relevance of this approach in fostering student engagement and satisfaction with students’ entering college experiences and resulted in significantly higher second-year persistence rates among program participants.  Over the past five years the living /learning communities have expanded from 2001, with six one-credit seminars linked to one class:  English Composition to 2003, when learning communities were expanded to include three linked, theme-based classes.  In 2004, growing success and interest among faculty fueled expansion from six to twelve LCs, including several majors-based seminars.  Research outcomes indicate that veteran faculty report rejuvenation and renewal in their teaching and junior faculty note that they have enjoyed classroom success.  In a 2004 survey of all freshmen, student participants reported greater satisfaction and engagement than their non-participating counterparts.  And focus group findings have repeatedly demonstrated stronger student commitment to the University, enhanced student success in meeting goals for academic success and gaining friends, and appreciation for the seminar approach with its emphasis on problem-based learning.  Also valued is the enhanced student-faculty relationship with its expansion of the traditional adviser-advisee role.  In 2005, as part of revision of General Education, three-credit “passion” seminars are being piloted and will be compared with the outcomes of the one-credit seminars as part of our ongoing efforts in expanding the freshman year experience program to include all entering students.

Assessment

Qualitative and quantitative assessment approaches have been utilized to determine the effectiveness of living/learning communities.  Second-year persistence rates are significantly higher for program participants, and surveys indicate greater student engagement and satisfaction.  Focus groups provide additional insight regarding student perceptions of the value of the experience in fostering student success.
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