Creating Learning Communities that engage students in the college and its surrounding communities in meaningful community service as a strategy to develop 

students’ persistence in college
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II. Abstract:

With the purpose of increasing the retention of first-year students, and also improving their preparation as professionals who will work with children and families in a democratic society, Wheelock College created first-year learning communities. In these 22-student learning communities, students take two courses together, one of which is a year-long course and includes two required field experiences in the surrounding communities in the Greater Boston area. Students attend these field experiences in groups of two or more, and also complete a number of other activities together on campus. Preliminary data shows students feel engaged with each other as well as with the college community and the larger surrounding communities; develop a community service orientation; develop professional skills; and overall retention of undergraduate students have shown a small improvement. 
III. Detailed description of the strategy
Problem addressed: 

In the past few years, more than 52% of Wheelock College first-year students have been first-generation college students. They have come to Wheelock motivated to enter professions that focus on improving the lives of children and families. Helping these students learn about college life and college expectations, and keeping them engaged with communities similar and different to their home communities has been important to prepare them as professionals who will work with children and families in a democratic society; it has also been important to retain them so that they complete a 4-year college degree (OIRA, 2009; Light 2004). Wheelock faculty have worked to engage all first-year students with each other, with the college community, and the surrounding communities within the Greater Boston area as a strategy to support their educational and professional preparation, and to help them acquire the knowledge and skills necessary to develop a service orientation and be active participants in a democracy; in addition, the college has also used this as a strategy to help  increase the chances of retention in the first year as research has shown that students’ active engagement in the community is one of the most important factors in retention and persistence (Tinto, 2011).

Description of the strategy: 

Three years ago, Wheelock College created learning communities in the first year. Each of these communities includes about 22 students who take two courses together and complete two required field experiences in the surrounding communities where students do community service in groups of two or more. Students also engage in a number of extra-curricular activities that they complete together, both as members of a learning community and as a class made up of many learning communities. The faculty members teaching the two courses and supervising the field experiences work together in partnership, offering opportunities for collaboration across the courses, and also working together with staff in the Student Success Office and other offices of the College that support the academic and campus life of first year students. In this way, students are engaged with their own learning communities, with their class, with the larger college community, and also with the surrounding communities where the College is located. Linda Banks-Santilli, a faculty member at Wheelock, is leading a group of faculty and staff who are conducting research on first generation students at Wheelock, and initial interviews with these students have confirmed that being engaged in their own learning communities and with the larger communities in the College have made a significant difference in helping these students adjust to college life, and has increased the chances of their retention over time.

Detailed description of the initiative

Human Growth and Development (HGD) is a year-long course required of all Wheelock College first-year students and offered in multiple sections of no more than 22 students each. Each section of the course is paired with a section of First Year Seminar (FYS), a semester long course whose main purpose is to develop critical thinking skills in students by focusing on one particular topic of interest to the students and studying it in depth. Every academic year, 11 or 12 different FYS courses are offered, ranging in topics from the study of “Eleanor Roosevelt’s life,” “Introduction to the Arts,” and “The study of Media, Culture and Society” to “the Poet as agent of social change” and others. When students select their section of FYS according to their own interests, they are assigned to a particular section of HGD. All sections of HGD offer the same content and experience, and have the same goals, expectations and assignments. All sections also require that students attend a field placement each semester, and complete 30 hours of service each semester. These placement sites are selected by students themselves, and students go in pairs or small groups together. The 22 students registered in these two paired courses and field experiences are members of a learning community. As members of a learning community, students see each other four times a week in class (two for HGD and two for FYS); participate in extra-curricular activities where they perform as a learning community (including academic discussions, social events, and fun competitions unrelated to their studies); and also interact with other students in the other two courses that they take that year.

These learning communities enhance the students’ engagement with each other as they transition into college, and facilitate their engagement with the College community as a whole. Students work in projects together that are presented to the College community at large, and contribute to the academic and social life of the College. This engagement with each other and with the College helps develop a sense of belonging to a new community, something that research has shown increases the chances that students will stay in the college and persist in their studies, thus making them more successful and increasing the chances of their graduation with a bachelor’s degree within 4 years (Crosling, Heagny & Thomas, 2009; Light, 2004). Yet, there is more to this initiative as the College considers the engagement with the community outside of the College of great importance for the preparation of active, engaged professionals who work in a democracy, thus the community service component of this learning community. 

Because the mission of Wheelock College is “To Improve the Lives of Children and Families,” and we describe the College as a private college with a public mission, it is very important for the College that students develop the skills and the dispositions necessary for service to the communities where they live and study. Developing the opportunities for students to engage with one another and the College is an important first step, but their engagement with the communities surrounding the college is also an important aspect of helping them get engaged so that they develop a sense of membership in the larger society where they live and expect to work as professionals. This part of their engagement is accomplished through a required field experience in their learning community through the course Human Growth and Development. In this required component of the course, students are required to spend three hours a week for a minimum of 30 hours each semester volunteering in the community. In the first semester of the course, students volunteer in child care centers, pre-school settings, nursery schools, and any other site where children younger than 6 years old are cared for and educated. Students learn how to do naturalistic observations and study the development of children in that age group. Thus, in addition to doing community service, they are applying in real and authentic situations all the theories and research they are learning in the course. In the second semester, the range of placement sites is much broader so as to give students more choice on how they want to engage with the community and at the same time explore career opportunities. Field placement sites range from after school programs, to shelters for families experiencing homelessness, museums, community organizations, educational settings for children and adults with special needs, hospitals, adult day care settings, and nursing homes. In each of the two field placements students participate in during that first year, students not only do community work inside the agency that welcomes them, but also must get to know the community where the site is located. For many, this is the first exposure to inner city centers, agencies and educational institutions and the first time they have engaged with communities that are different from their home communities in terms of racial, ethnic, linguistics, and socio-economic compositions. Students usually give high marks to this experience, and it certainly provides a very significant and meaningful opportunity to integrate theories of child, adolescent and adult development which they are learning in class with practical work that will become the foundation for their academic and professional preparation in the following 3 years of their bachelor’s degree.

Because some of the elements of this initiative have existed for many years in the College (the HGD course with its field experience component have been a signature course of the college for decades), implementing it only requires the thought of pairing that course with the required FYS course, and then being intentional in helping students get engaged with the internal college community as well as the external surrounding communities. The faculty teaching both courses tend to be permanent faculty (mostly tenured or tenured-track faculty), and they work collaboratively with members of the Department of Student Success, the Field Experience office, and the Department of Student Life. In addition, there is a faculty member who has been named Director of the Academic First Year Program who organizes meetings of the faculty in the learning communities and facilitates planning together and implementing collaborative programs across the courses. Faculty teaching HGD regularly visit their corresponding FYS section and vice versa. Students are aware of the collaboration across courses and with offices that support students’ success and campus life.

The retention rate of first year students is being followed very closely as is the retention rate of first-generation college students.  The retention rate of all students in the college increased from 81 to 83% this past year alone. Students consistently rate their participation in the learning communities, the courses that are part of it, and the field experience component, among the highlights of their first year in their college career. In addition, Wheelock first year students together complete about 17,000 hours of service in our surrounding communities, something that makes them feel proud members of their new College and urban community, and helps them develop their professional identity as contributing members of the community.
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