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Abstract Body 
 

Background / Context:  
Over the last 50 years, community colleges have played an increasingly vital role in American 
postsecondary education. Each fall, community colleges now enroll 35 percent of all 
postsecondary education students (Provasnik & Planty, 2008). Unfortunately, while enrollments 
are increasing, overall success rates in community colleges are disappointingly low. Among 
students who enroll in community colleges with the intention of earning a credential or 
transferring to a four-year institution, only 51 percent fulfill these expectations within six years 
(Hoachlander, et al., 2003). While the rates of degree or certificate attainment are low in general, 
rates are even lower for students in need of developmental education, who comprise a significant 
proportion of the community college student body (Adelman, 2004; Attewell, et al., 2006). 
 
Given these statistics, community college stakeholders are searching with increasing urgency for 
approaches with the potential to improve the success rates for community college students, 
par L which place 
cohorts of students together in two or more courses for one semester, are a popular instructional 
reform community colleges are implementing to improve the outcomes of developmental 
education students, and have previously been associated with positive social, psychological, and 
academic outcomes in non-experimental and quasi-experimental research (Engstrom & Tinto, 
2008; Stefanou & Salisbury-Glennon, 2002; Tinto, 1997; Tinto, 1998; Zhao & Kuh, 2004). 
 
Purpose / Objective / Research Question / Focus of Study: 
This paper synthesizes results from six random assignment evaluations of developmental 
education learning communities programs. Five of the six programs were part of the National 

, and the 
. The primary question 

addressed in this study is whether learning communities lead 
to better educational outcomes for students who are placed into developmental English and math 
in community colleges. We also examine whether the effects of learning communities vary 
across colleges and subgroups. 
 
Setting: 
The setting of this research is six community colleges representing a variety of urban and 
suburban areas across the country: the Community College of Baltimore County, in Baltimore, 
Maryland; Hillsborough Community College, in Tampa, Florida; Houston Community College, 
in Houston, Texas; Kingsborough Community College, in Brooklyn, New York; Merced 
College, in Merced, California; and Queensborough Community College, in Queens, New York. 
 
Population / Participants / Subjects:  
The target population varied slightly by college. Some colleges recruited freshmen or returning 
students, while others focused on freshmen only. The main eligibility criterion was that students 
had to be in need of developmental education in the subject area targeted by the college.2 

                                                 
2 Although the original study of learning communities at Kingsborough included students with and without 
developmental needs, the analyses in this study include only those students with developmental needs in English. 
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At the six sites across the two demonstrations, a total of 6,974 students who tested into 
developmental math or developmental English (either reading or writing) participated in the 
study, making this one of the largest postsecondary education experiments to date. Like 
community college students nationwide, the majority of study participants at each college were 
women (sample characteristics are provided in Table 1). The sample in this study tended to be of 
traditional college age  at all six colleges, over 80 percent of sample members were 25 or under. 
Reflecting the racially diverse populations served at the college, all six samples included racially 
diverse groups of students. As expected in a randomized experiment, students in the program and 
control groups had similar background characteristics (not shown in table). 
 
Intervention / Program / Practice:  
In recent years, learning communities have been a popular response to the problem of low 
completion rates in community colleges. The typical learning community model consists of four 
key components, although considerable variation exists in both how much these components are 
emphasized and how well they are actually implemented in colleges: (1) groups of students are 
co-enrolled as cohorts in two or more courses, (2) instructors of the linked courses collaborate to 
plan and run their classes, (3) teaching methods include integrated instruction and active and 
collaborative learning, and (4) enhanced student support services are provided.3  
 
Proponents of learning communities believe that learning communities may lead to better student 
outcomes because students will become more engaged in what they are learning and become 
more connected with each other and with their instructors. The theory of change predicts that as 
a result of the interdisciplinary connections the instructors emphasize and deeper engagement, 
students are more likely to develop higher-order thinking skills, master the course material, pass 
their classes, and persist from semester to semester. For students in need of developmental 
education in particular, increased basic reading, writing, or math skills as a result of the 
integrated learning may better prepare them for college-level work in a range of subjects.4 
 
The six learning communities programs examined in this study each operated a one-semester 
learning community model. The courses linked in each model varied by program (see Table 2 

). 
 
Research Design: 
This study was a randomized field trial. Eligible students at each college consented to participate 
in the study prior to the beginning of the semester and were then randomly assigned to either the 
program group, which was eligible to participate in learning communities, or the control group, 

community. Random assignment occurred separately at each college, allowing for unbiased 
impact estimates to be calculated within each college.  In addition, each college had three to four 
cohorts of students participate in the study (each cohort started in subsequent semesters), 
allowing for unbiased (though less precise) impact estimates to be calculated for each cohort of 
students within a college.  This research design and large sample size allow for very precise 
estimation of learning communities main effects, along with unusually well powered estimates of 
                                                 
3 See Visher, Schneider, Wathington, and Collado (2010) for a review of the literature. 
4 See Visher, Wathington, Richburg-Hayes, and Schneider (2008) and Smith, MacGregor, Matthews, and Gabelnick 
(2004) for a review of the literature. 
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differential effects for subgroups, as well as tests for variation in impacts across colleges and 
cohorts. 
 
Data Collection and Analysis:  

-level transcript data 
provided to MDRC by the individual colleges. Since program group students were clustered into 
learning communities, it was assumed that their outcomes might not be independent; 
consequently, a statistical model that accounts for clustering was used to estimate program 
impacts.5 At each site, on-campus qualitative interviews were conducted with administrators, 
learning communities faculty, and non-learning-communities faculty to better understand 
program implementation. Several student focus groups were also conducted.  
 
Findings / Results:  
The analyses pooled impacts on three primary indicators of academic progress: (1) progress in 
the targeted subject area (English or mathematics), (2) progress outside the targeted subject area, 
and (3) overall progress toward a degree.  Additional exploratory analyses were conducted to 

 
 
The findings show that learning communities had: 
 No discernible effect on persistence. Students in the program group were no more likely 

than the control group to enroll in college in the first, second, or third semester after they 
entered the study. 

 A positive effect on progress in a targeted subject (either English or mathematics). 
Learning communities, on average, had a small, positive 
earning credits in a targeted subject, either English or mathematics (driven by developmental 
credits earned) -credit impact in the program semester was maintained up 
to two semesters after the program (please insert figure 1 here). 

 No discernible effect on progress outside the targeted subject. Learning communities had 

(primarily college-level credits). 
 A small positive effect on overall academic progress (total credits earned). During the 

program semester, learning communities students earned half a credit more than their control 
group counterparts, representing an 8 percent increase in total credit accumulation. This was 
a result of students earning half a credit more in the targeted subject. Over the following two 
postprogram semesters the cumulative estimated impact remained the same (half a credit), 
although it was no longer statistically significant by the third semester (please insert figure 2 
here). 

 
: 

 Analyses testing for variation in impacts across the six colleges found that t
average effects varied with respect to credits earned in the targeted subject area (see Figure 
3)
respect to total credit accumulation, the best proxy of overall progress toward a degree (see 

                                                 
5 es.  A description of how we came to use this 
procedure is provided in Appendix A of Weiss, Visher, and Wathington (2010).  
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Figure 4). This suggests that the pooled results are a reasonable summary of the average 
effectiveness of learning communities at these six colleges. This does not preclude the 
possibility that the effects of learning communities vary within colleges (i.e., between 
learning community links or between teaching teams at each college). 

 We also tested for impact variation across the different cohorts within each college. (Each 

timing of random assignment; each cohort started at the beginning of a different semester.) 
Implementation research conducted at all six sites found that the learning communities 
tended to be more advanced as the colleges gained more experience in implementing learning 
communities at scale while taking part in a randomized experiment. However, our analysis 
did not find strong evidence supporting the hypothesis that as the programs matured, 
estimated impacts improved, providing some indication that the fairly modest estimated 
impacts are likely not a result of programs being studied in their infancy. 

 For the main planned student subgroups, race by gender and recent high school graduates, 

guidance from a group of external reviewers, we conducted exploratory analyses on several 
additional subgroups, including students who are the first in their family to attend college, 
those who usually speak a language other than English at home, single parents, and students 
whose parents pay for more than half of their expenses. For the first three of these subgroups, 
there was no evidence that learning communities led to different impacts. For the fourth 
subgroup, there was some evidence that the program may have been more effective for 
students who were financially dependent on their parents. 

 
Conclusions:  
The overall conclusion from this study is that learning communities as typically operated in 
community colleges, on average, should not be expected to produce more than a modest impact 
on credits earned, and that that this intervention by itself will not likely lead to higher rates of 
reenrollment and completion for academically underprepared students. However, a learning 
community program with substantially enhanced supports for students such as ongoing or extra 
advising and the opportunity to accumulate more credits early may lead to greater benefits than 
the average learning community program. The Opening Doors program at Kingsborough resulted 
in more credits earned in the targeted subject area than the other programs and these promising 
short-term impacts grew into long-term impacts. As discussed in Sommo, et al. (forthcoming, 
2012), in the six years after the learning community experience at Kingsborough, learning 
community students consistently outperformed the control group in credits earned and were more 
likely to graduate.6 
 
Notably, this evaluation purposely selected programs that represent a range of typical learning 
community programs as they exist in community colleges. As a result, this demonstration is a 
good test of learning communities as we believe they are typically enacted, but it is not a test of 

program implementation is provided in . 

                                                 
6 The program at Kingsborough was associated with the greatest increases in graduation for students who were not 
in need of developmental English at the start of the study.  

http://www.mdrc.org/subarea_publications_36.html
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Appendix B. Tables and Figures 
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Table 1: Baseline Characteristics of Students in Sample, by College 
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Table 1: Baseline Characteristics of Students in Sample, by College (continued) 
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Table 2: Overview of Developmental Education Learning Communities, by College 
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Figure 1: Cumulative Credits Earned in the Targeted Subject by Pooled Sample of 
Developmental Education Students 
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Figure 2: Cumulative Total Credits Earned by Pooled Sample of Developmental Education 
Students 
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Figure 3: Impact of the Learning Communities Program on Credits Earned in the 
Targeted Subject at the End of the Program Semester, by College 
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Figure 4: Impact of the Learning Communities Program on Total Credits Earned at the 
End of the Program Semester, by College 
 

 


