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Abstract: In order to promote stronger retention of First-Year students, Trinity adopted a Learning Community model in which all First-Year students take a course in their first semester with a faculty member who is also their advisor.   LC courses are discipline-based but share co-curricular and other elements.  All faculty members in Trinity’s College of Arts and Sciences are asked to teach LC courses on a regular basis.  Measurable outcomes include improved attendance by FY students as well as earlier registrations for the subsequent semester.
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Description of the Promising and Practical Strategy 
One of the central and most successful initiatives undertaken by Trinity to improve student retention is the Learning Community.  In their first semester, all new First-Year (FY) students are taught by a faculty member who will serve as their academic advisor, thereby creating Learning Communities.  These are discipline-specific courses that align with students’ stated area of academic interest in most cases; some students enroll in competency-based Learning Communities, such as introductory math.  Either way, the new student at Trinity works closely with a faculty member who is also her advisor throughout her first year.  Courses are limited to 15 students to provide an intimate, small-group setting for students. All courses have a co-curricular element that reinforces curricular goals and objectives, as well as building a sense of community.  

The challenge:

Institutional self-study revealed that FY students in the College of Arts and Sciences (CAS) were disproportionately confused about their academic plans, were not choosing courses wisely or in a timely way, and too often did not have a relationship with their academic advisors.  Similarly, many faculty members reported never seeing or hearing from some advisees, having difficulty persuading advisees to check in with them on a regular basis, and feeling challenged in terms of making sure the student had the right academic plan in place.  The disconnect between student and advisor had a negative impact on retention as evidenced by outcomes for students who failed to consult an advisor before registering or failed to register at all for a subsequent semester.  

Description of the Trinity Learning Community:

In addition to fostering her academic curiosity and skills, the LC instructor/advisor helps each  student navigate institutional processes and resources that may be daunting or alien to higher ed newcomers, such as financial issues, tutoring,  health care (physical and mental), work study opportunities, and so forth.  Goals for the Learning Communities include improving academic success through the promotion of academic and social networks with faculty and peers, and increasing interaction, involvement, and learning both inside and outside the classroom.  For example, every semester each Learning Community class attends a theatrical performance in D.C. or alternative activity chosen by the instructor, and that experience has been woven into the learning objectives for the class.
Classes designated as LCs may be either major field-specific or germane to a particularly competency needed by the student.  Some examples of LC courses at Trinity in the Fall 2012 semester include:    
· CRS 101:  Critical Reading.  Focuses on foundational critical reading objectives, among which are identifying the text's thesis or themes, main points, and types and quality of evidence, paraphrasing or summarizing the content and meaning of the text, identifying the text's purpose and audience, identifying the author's organizational and rhetorical strategies, and recognizing strengths, weaknesses, and inconsistencies in the text.

· Psychology 101: Introductory Psychology. Introduces the student to the scientific study of the mind and behavior. All major sub-areas of psychology (social, developmental, clinical, physiological, motivation and emotion, sensation and perception) are explored, as well as the major theoretical perspectives (behavioral, cognitive, psychoanalytic, and humanistic).

· Math 110: Introduction to Statistics. Topics include descriptive statistics, probability theory, normal and binomial distributions, and central limit theorem, with an introduction to the use of statistical software.  

· Sociology 100: Introduction to Sociology. Introduces students to the science of sociology and prepares students for upper-level social science course work. 

· Economics 100: Principles of Economics. Introduces the basic principles of economics to students with no prior economic training and provides foundational skills for Economics 101 and Economics 102. 

 Interaction between the LC instructor and students begins before the semester officially opens, during Trinity’s 10-day FY Student Orientation.  Learning communities typically meet three to four times during orientation, giving students a chance a chance to acculturate to college classroom policies, practices, and expectations in a non-intimidating environment.  Students ask questions about their schedules, buy books, seek academic support, navigate the city, and so forth during the orientation period as well.  In the most recent Fall Orientation, every LC class meeting included an upper-student student Orientation Leader, who supported the faculty member in community building.  

The faculty members who serve in the learning community program have come to form a “faculty” learning community of sorts, via regular program meetings, think tanks, luncheons, shared Arts Program field trips and other events. In addition, faculty share pedagogies and LC techniques that have organically emerged into shared peer-mentoring.  Most faculty participants profess endorsement of the learning communities and continue to be eager for professional development that will help them exploit its potential.  

All LC courses have a co-curricular element.  The LC faculty members are creative and innovative in their efforts to engage students with the materials beyond the boundaries of the classroom.  This results in a deeper learning and appreciation of the content.  For example, this fall, after reading portions of Ralph Ellison’s ​​​​​​original work in class, 94 students visited a local theater to view a production of Invisible Man.  Upon returning from the trip, students were asked to journal about their experience.  
Measurable objectives:

The LC courses are intended to improve students’ engagement with Trinity and academic success in the first year.  Student engagement is quantitatively gauged by attendance and early registration for the subsequent semester; qualitative measurements include student satisfaction as indicated through journals and other feedback forums.    

Outcomes assessment:

Trinity has collected extensive data on Learning Community outcomes.  In general, attendance in LC sections has been reported to be stronger than non LC-sections.  For example, an outcomes report on outcomes in ENGL 105S in Fall 2011 states that none of the ENGL 105S Learning Community (LC) students withdrew from the course and that absences were low.  The data set was small, in that it involved only three sections, but in that semester as in others, the general lack of attendance problems in the Learning Community class points towards the strong impact that LC groups have on first-year students. 
Early registration is another data point that suggests that LCs have a positive impact on student outcomes at Trinity.  For example, a total of 318 students participated in the Learning Community Experience in the Fall 2010 and Spring 2011 semesters.  As of July 7, 2011, 224 of those students had registered for Fall 2011, or more than 70% of the cohort.  This compared favorably with previous years.  

Qualitatively, first-year students generally respond positively and thoughtfully to the co-curricular element of LC courses.  For example, after the Invisible Man expedition in F2012, one student wrote:   “I really enjoyed every part of the play.  I felt like I was actually in that time period.  I would like to go on more events like this with the Trinity community.”  Another wrote: “My favorite part of the play was the end when the narrator talked about what he meant by being the invisible man.  It made me feel as if I was invisible sometimes to some people.”
Problems Encountered:

Currently, approximately 20 fulltime faculty members and instructional staff are needed in fall semesters to teach Learning Communities at Trinity.  Training this large faculty cohort to recognize and address the specific kinds of challenges faced by FY students initially required significant time and effort.  Also, Trinity is not always able to place students in an LC aligned with their stated area of interest, and perhaps as a result, some students fail to engage with the co-curricular element of the course.  Another challenge is sustaining the momentum initially created by the course into the subsequent semester, when advisor/student contact is less regular.  Trinity recently created a new position, assistant dean for First Year Experience, in CAS, to assist with faculty training and curricular coordination of the LC program as well as to undertake additional functions.

Suggestions for Replicating Trinity’s Learning Community Model:  
Learning Communities now exist in many different forms in American higher education institutions.  Trinity’s model is relatively simple, focusing primarily on leveraging faculty advising to achieve greater student engagement and academic success in the first year.  Institutions that wish to pilot a Learning Community model may benefit from initially focusing on just one or two desired and measurable outcomes.  
