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College Reading and Study Skills Embedded in Learning Communities Retain Students

Learning Communities were developed at Cape Cod Community College (CCCC) in the late 1990’s in response to literature that suggested learning communities fostered shared learning, shared responsibility, and shared knowledge among students and instructors. (Gablenick, MacGregor, & Smith, 1990). Ultimately, assisting students to become effective and successful learners is the primary role of higher education institutions (Barr & Tagg, 1995; Tinto, 2003). Cape Cod Community College has found that learning communities are an effective format for student learning and success. The faculty members facilitating learning communities jointly plan and select activities and assignments around common themes. Scheduling courses in back-to-back blocks allows students in each course to spend more time together, establish new relationships, form study groups, make stronger connections with faculty, and engage in their courses when compared to students taking similar courses without a learning community. Unfortunately, evidence on the effectiveness of learning communities on student retention has not been collected and analyzed until the present year. However, anecdotal and recently collected empirical data has shown that learning communities are particularly effective for first-time students enrolled in developmental courses and College 101, the first-year experience course. Two examples illustrate the hypothesis that sections of College Reading and Study Skills embedded in Learning Communities retain students for one or two additional semesters in greater numbers than when taught as stand-alone courses, (a) Navigating through College Success with Reading and Writing and (b) Reading and Writing: What a Winning Combination. 

Navigating through College Success with Reading and Writing is a three course learning community focusing on developing appropriate skills and strategies for academic and professional/career success. Class activities are chosen and supported by instructors who work together to coordinate assignments in two developmental education courses, College Reading and Study Skills (ENL020) and Foundations in Writing (ENL050), and the College’s first year experience course, The College Experience (COL101).This learning community was developed and implemented during the fall 2012 semester.  The objective was to develop a supportive community for students needing developmental reading and writing instruction, plus providing the success strategies taught in COL101.  Learning Communities are dependent upon the academic advising process for enrollment and are often under-enrolled. This community, made up of two developmental-level English courses and the three (general education) credit COL101, quickly filled. The Reading and Writing: What a Winning Combination learning community pairs two developmental English courses. Reading assignments in College Reading and Study Skills are the basis for writing assignments in the Foundation in Writing course. Instructors worked together on assignments and activities in order to ensure a thorough understanding of the material from the reading to the writing stage. This learning community has been implemented over several semesters, with enrollment peaking in the fall 2011 semester with sixteen students.  

Results
Navigating through College Success with Reading and Writing
Of the eighteen students enrolled the learning community, twelve, or 63%, enrolled for the spring 2012 semester; 31% have registered for the fall 2013 semester. In comparison, of the eighty-six students enrolled in College Reading and Study Skills as a stand-alone course, only 36% of them enrolled in the spring semester and to date 13% are registered for the fall 2012 semester.  
Reading and Writing: What a Winning Combination
Of the sixteen students enrolled in the community, thirteen, or 81% enrolled in the spring 2012 semester; 37% have registered for the fall 2012 semester to date.  In comparison, eighty-six students enrolled in College Reading and Study Skills as a stand-alone course. Only 36% of them enrolled in the spring semester and to date 13% are registered for the fall 2012 semester. 
Cape Cod Community College instructors are encouraged by the limited evidence of student success achieved in these two learning communities and will continue to add additional themed opportunities using similar courses and pedagogical approaches. 
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