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Background:  Social interaction among peers on a campus of higher education has long 

been considered an important part of the college student experience, in particular for the 

first-term students transitioning into college life.   Students who socially connect with 

peers on campus tend to persist at higher rates, while other benefits include increased 

personal development, engagement, sense of belonging, support networks, and college 

navigation skills.  However, community college students who commute are dramatically 

less likely to experience social interactions with peers than residential students.  As a 

result, recent attention has pointed to the classroom as the place where social interaction 

must occur for commuter students.  

 

Purpose:  The purpose of this study was to understand why and how selected faculty 

promoted social interaction in the community college classroom.  The guiding research 

questions of this study were (a) According to participating community college faculty, 

what is the value in promoting social integration in the first-term classroom? (b) What are 

practices used by community college faculty to promote social integration in the first-

term classroom? 

 



 

Subjects:  This study used a snowball sampling method, which relied on the referrals of 

administrators and faculty to nominate instructors who fit a specific criteria: (a) teach 

classes that have the highest population of first-term students, and (b) have a reputation 

as instructors who promote social interaction in the community college classroom.  The 

sample size was 13—seven writing instructors and six mathematics instructors. 

 

Research Design:  Bounded multiple case study, qualitative. 

 

Data Collection:  Interviews were conducted with each of the 13 participants, each 

lasting approximately one hour.  All of the participants were given transcripts of their 

individual interviews with the opportunity to include more information or amend 

statements given during the initial interview.  Study participants were also asked to 

confirm the thematic findings extracted from their individual interviews.  None of the 

participants disagreed with the themes. 

 

Analysis:  All interviews were transcribed, and the data were then coded twice.  Thematic 

analysis was applied to each interview, and then a cross-case analysis was used to 

generate comprehensive themes for the entire study.  Study participants were also asked 

to confirm the thematic findings extracted from their individual interviews.  None of the 

participants disagreed with the themes. 

 

Findings: According to participants in the study, the value of promoting social interaction 

in their first-term classes can be found in: (a) enhanced learning, (b) appealing 



 

atmosphere, (c) student development and growth, (d) membership in supportive 

community, (e) success, and (f) safety and comfort.  Participating instructors promote 

social interaction by (a) establishing social interaction early in the term, (b) emphasizing 

student names, (c) having defined instructional approach, (d) creating safety and comfort, 

and (e) connecting students.  

 

Conclusions:  The themes that emerged from the data indicate that there is qualitative 

value to both the student and the instructor when social interaction is present in a 

community college classroom.  The findings are supported by existing literature, which 

suggests that there is triangulated credibility and believability among the cross-case 

analysis generated themes.  The findings suggest a variety of implications for practice to 

promote social interaction within the community college classroom.  This study also 

suggests further research is needed to better understand how social interaction practices 

impact the student, and how these beneficial practices can be delivered effectively.  
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Chapter One: Focus and Significance 

Forty years ago, Vincent Tinto published a theoretical model that attempted to 

explain the causes of student departure from institutions of higher education.  At the heart 

of Tinto’s theory are the dual concepts of academic integration and social integration 

(Tinto, 1993).  After decades of empirical research, academic integration has been shown 

to be the most successful of Tinto’s predictors of student departure, regardless of 

institution type, whether it be a university or community college (Braxton, Hirschy, & 

McClendon, 2004; Terenzini & Pascarella, 1980).  However, the impact of social 

integration on the departure process has remained a debated topic as conflicting studies 

show indirect influence on the departing student (Bers & Smith, 1991; Braxton, Hirschy, 

& McClendon, 2004; Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, & Hengstler, 1992; Deil-Amen, 2011; 

Terenzini & Pascarella, 1980).  The issue becomes even more nebulous when studying 

social integration at the community college.  Traditional notions of how students socially 

integrate have largely ignored the experience of commuter students attending community 

colleges; however, scholarship has begun to explore the idea that social integration at 

community colleges primarily occurs within the classroom, because students cannot 

afford the time required to become involved in on-campus social activities (Chang, 2005; 

Hagedorn, Maxwell, Rodriguez, & Fillpot, 2000; Karp & Hughes; 2008; Kasworm, 2005; 

Kinzie, Gonyea, Shoup, & Kuh, 2008; Maxwell, 2000; Tinto, 1997).  

Social integration has long been considered an important component of a 

student’s higher education enrichment.  Astin (1993) stated that a student’s peer-group 

has the single largest influence on growth and development during undergraduate years.  

Beyond personal growth and development, social integration provides many benefits as a 
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student settles into a higher education environment.  Social integration increases a 

student’s sense of belonging and membership within a community (Braxton, Vesper, & 

Hossler, 1995; Deil-Amen, 2011; Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, & Solomone, 2002; 

Jacoby, 2000; Schuetz, 2008).  Social integration allows students to participate in a vital 

information-sharing network (Karp & Hughes, 2008).  Students who socially integrate 

are more likely to feel supported within the relationships they generate on campus 

(Chartrand, 1992; Clark, 2012; Crisp, 2010; Schuetz 2008; Tinto, 1997).  Possibly the 

most important benefit of social integration is the sense of commitment it fosters within 

students; committed students are more likely to persist (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 

2004; Braxton, Jones, Hirschy, & Hartley, 2008; Braxton, Milem, & Sullivan, 2000; 

Crisp, 2012). 

 Given that community college students often juggle family and work obligations 

and that they commute to school, social integration outside the classroom is unlikely to 

occur; social integration, if it is to occur, will happen within the classroom (Borglum & 

Thomas, 2000; Chang, 2005; Deil-Amen, 2011; Hagedorn, Maxwell, Rodriguez, & 

Fillpot, 2000; Jacoby, 2000; Kasworm, 2005; Lundburg, 2003; Newbold, Mehta, & 

Forbus, 2011; Tinto, 1997).  Because a community college student’s experience is likely 

anchored in the classroom, many aspects of student success and retention depend on how 

the classroom environment facilitates integration, allowing students to immerse 

themselves in a micro-community (Deil-Amen, 2011; Tinto, 1997).  In fact, the 

aforementioned benefits of social integration—social support, information sharing, sense 

of belonging, membership, satisfaction—seem to individually lead to greater success 
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among students at community colleges (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004; Braxton, 

Jones, Hirschy, & Hartley, 2008; Braxton, Milem, & Sullivan, 2000; Crisp, 2012; Hu, 

2011; Kinzie, Gonyea, Shoup, & Kuh, 2008; Napoli & Wortman, 1998; Nora, Cabrera, 

Hagedorn, & Parcarella, 1996; Pascarella, Smart, & Ethington, 1986; Terenzini & 

Pascarella, 1980).  The community college classroom is the hub of social integration, and 

the classroom environment plays an important role in helping students persist and 

succeed. 

Faculty members are central figures in the classroom-based social integration of 

community college students.  A community college student’s ability to socially integrate 

within the classroom may very well depend upon how well the faculty member creates an 

environment that promotes social interaction (Chang, 2005; Tinto, 1997; Umbach & 

Wawrzynski, 2005).  Furthermore, Tinto (1997) suggested that curriculum structure and 

pedagogy shape the social experience students have within a community college 

classroom.  According to Kasworm (2005), effective faculty practice involves connecting 

in-class social experience to the lives of the learners, yet faculty must be the catalyst if 

this type of social integration is to occur.  Further expanding the scope of faculty role in 

social integration, faculty members are seen as agents of institution, and symbolically 

emphasize college values (Schreiner, Noel, Anderson, & Cantwell, 2011).  Although 

scholarship has not yet comprehensively addressed the role faculty play in facilitating 

social integration in the classroom, there are clear indicators to suggest that learning more 

about successful faculty practices could enhance faculty development for a more socially 

interactive classroom. 
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This study focused on interviewing faculty members who instruct courses most 

likely to be attended by students within their first term—the courses into which students 

most commonly place.  Given the dramatically high attrition rates within the first year of 

enrollment (e.g., 45% among community college students), many colleges and 

universities are beginning to address the importance of first-year success if the student is 

going to persist toward a degree (ACT, 2013; Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005).  

Furthermore, if social integration is to occur, logic suggests that the earlier it can happen, 

the more beneficial it will be for the student who is navigating a new institutional 

environment.  

In light of emerging theory and evidence that the community college classroom is 

the central location for social integration, it is important to explore further the role faculty 

play in creating and promoting an environment conducive to the social integration of the 

community college student. 

Personal Statement   

During my career as an instructor, advisor, and program coordinator working with 

community college students, many at risk of early departure, I have intuitively valued 

social integration as a key aspect of student success.  As I began to explore literature 

about student persistence, it became clear that university students depend on social 

connections as they integrate into the campus culture.  In fact, the university campus 

environment is, in many ways, constructed to facilitate social connections among peers.  

Community college students have a much different interaction with their campus 

environment.  Students must juggle the competing priorities of work, family, and college, 
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all while living off campus.  I began to wonder how community college students created 

social connections, or if social connections were an important part of the community 

college student experience. 

 Because I was a community college student myself, deeply influenced by the 

transformative experience of attending college, and I have chosen to spend my career 

working at community colleges, I felt it important to explore this topic.  Existing 

literature answered my questions about the importance of social integration for 

community college students: it is vital to several dimensions of the community college 

experience, including finding a sense of belonging and navigating college culture.  

However, the literature only briefly suggested where and how community college 

students socially integrate.  Because community college students typically arrive on 

campus when class begins and leave campus immediately after class, the small window 

of time for social integration occurs during the class itself.  This study explores how 

faculty members facilitate a classroom environment that promotes social integration. 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to learn about, through the use of case study method, 

the practices of community college instructors who promote social integration in the 

classroom.  Because instructors are largely responsible for creating an environment that is 

unique to their classes, a study of instructors who promote activities meant to allow social 

integration among their students serves three purposes: (a) to inform instructional and 

faculty development practice on community college campuses, (b) to inform the 

pedagogy of community college classroom management, and (c) to inform scholarship.  
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Although there are significant research studies and scholarship on the topic of social 

integration and a smaller body of studies focused on community colleges, there has been 

little work conducted that specifically investigates emerging practices of community 

college instructors who promote social integration.  A case study approach will contribute 

to a growing body of knowledge and research and will further inform future studies.  

Research Questions of Study 

This study addresses two questions in an attempt to help inform practice and 

scholarship in the issue of community-college social integration:  

• According to participating community college faculty, what is the value in 

promoting social integration in the first-term classroom? 

• What are practices used by community college faculty to promote social 

integration in the first-term classroom? 

The literature supports the notion that social integration does impact retention 

rates among college and university students, yet the prevailing paradigm of social 

integration assumes it occurs outside of the classroom.  Community college students do 

not have this luxury.  Because social integration must occur within the classroom for 

most community college students, faculty play a pivotal role in creating classroom 

environments that promote social integration.  These questions are meant to guide a 

bounded case study that will contribute to the understanding of the classroom as the hub 

of social integration within the community college.   

In order to find a better understanding of these questions and the topic, this study 

collected data through the use of a qualitative methodology in the method of bounded 
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case study.  Interviews were the primary source of data collection. 

Significance of Study 

In 2015, President Obama unveiled a lofty goal for community colleges that by 

2020, five million additional graduates will hold associate’s degrees.  The president states 

that jobs requiring an associate’s degree will grow twice as fast as those requiring no 

college degree (The White House, 2015).  Further emphasizing the importance of student 

success and persistence, the State of Oregon, released a lofty goal: by 2025, 40% of the 

state’s adults will have a bachelor’s degree, 40% will have an associate’s degree, and 

20% will have completed high school (OEIB, 2014).  Within the context of the current 

political climate surrounding the importance of community college in developing a 

significant portion of America’s workers, this study contributes to an increased 

understanding of how to improve the educational experience of commuting community 

college students. 

This study is significant for the following reasons: (a) it informs educational 

practice; (b) it yields new information needed by researchers and scholars by filling a gap 

in current knowledge; and (e) it points to questions for further research.  These points will 

be discussed in the following paragraphs.  

The study informs educational practice by investigating the instructional 

techniques and approaches for creating socially inclusive community college classrooms.  

By learning about promising instructional practices, this study can influence faculty 

development as colleges look toward the classroom as the central point in institutional 

retention practices.   
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The study fills a gap in current knowledge about community college retention.  As 

the literature suggests, social integration plays an important role in the success of higher 

education students, yet most studies of social integration among community college 

students have assumed that social integration occurs outside of the classroom.  Building 

upon recent research and scholarship that suggests social integration does, in fact, occur 

within the community college classroom, this study addresses a gap in current 

scholarship: exploring the practices that faculty use to create an environment that 

promotes social integration.    

Finally, the study identifies questions for future research.  The issue of higher 

education retention is immediate and impacts current institutional decisions.  The scope 

of existing literature is large, yet research is needed to further investigate practices that 

reduce early student departure from commuter institutions, community colleges in 

particular.  A goal of this study is to further explore practices for promoting social 

integration in the community college classroom. By doing so, this study also aims to 

influence the direction of further research about the impact of social integration among 

commuter students within the classroom. 

Focus and Significance Summary 

 Tinto’s theory of student attrition asserts that both academic and social integration 

lead to commitment and persistence.  Empirical studies have supported that both 

academic and social interaction are important predictors of student persistence.  

However, much of this empirical research has focused on traditional university students. 

Whereas some previous studies investigating community college student persistence 
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determined that social integration does not play a role in predicting persistence, scholars 

have recently begun to challenge the notion that social integration occurs outside of the 

classroom, especially at community colleges, where commuter students balance work and 

family responsibilities with their educational goals.  As scholars have suggested and 

studied, social integration at a community college occurs, for the most part, within the 

classroom.  If students are to develop supportive friendships, a sense of belonging, an 

informal information network, they must make social connections during class hours.  In 

this developing paradigm in which the classroom is the central location of social 

integration, the community college faculty member is solely responsible for facilitating 

an environment that promotes social integration within an institution. 

The purpose of the study is to learn about, through the use of case study method, 

the practices of community college instructors who promote social integration in the 

classroom.  Specifically, it attempted to discover practices that promote social integration 

inside the community college classroom.  Also, this study sought to learn about faculty 

thoughts related to the value of social integration within the community college 

classroom.  This study adds to a body of literature with the hope that it can inform 

instructional and classroom management practice as well as inform future scholarship by 

answering two guiding questions: 

• According to participating community college faculty, what is the value in 

promoting social integration in the first-term classroom? 

• What are practices used by community college faculty to promote social 

integration in the first-term classroom? 
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature	  

This review of the literature was conducted to better understand the scope and 

depth of scholarship that pertains to social integration within the classroom at institutions 

of higher education.  In particular, this literature review seeks to identify scholarship that 

can better inform a qualitative case study of community college faculty practices that 

promote social integration within the classroom.  

 To locate relevant literature, I conducted a wide-scale search within the Oregon 

State University Valley Library database system.  I used the following search terms: 

“social integration,” “community college social integration,” “college social integration,” 

“Tinto,” “college student interaction,” “community college student interaction,” “student 

engagement,” “college student engagement,” “community college student engagement,” 

“student social engagement,” “college student social engagement,” “community college 

student social engagement,” “student involvement,” “college student involvement,” 

“community college student involvement,” “nontraditional students,” “community 

college nontraditional students,” “collaborative learning,” “college student collaborative 

learning,” “community college collaborative learning,” “community college learning 

communities,” “learning communities.”  I also conducted a search for published books 

and anthologies of pertinent material using www.powells.com and www.amazon.com.  

To conclude my initial investigation of literature, I asked colleagues and classmates to 

help me identify possible works or scholars important to my research topic.  After my 

preliminary collection of articles and books was complete, I branched my search outward 

to find specific articles referenced in the literature I initially gathered.   
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This literature review began as a dissertation proposal on narratives of student 

departure from community college.  As a result of this previous literature review, the 

topic of social integration within the community college classroom emerged as a 

narrowed topic that I became interested in researching.  The term “social integration” 

originated in Tinto’s work on early student departure and must be considered within the 

larger context of student attrition.  Currently, there is a massive national movement 

toward compiling data in an attempt to reduce early student departure with College 

Board, Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE), Achieving the 

Dream, American Association of Community Colleges (AACC), U. S. Department of 

Education, and American College Testing (ACT) leading the charge.  These sources often 

served to provide direction and contextual information but may not have been specifically 

cited in the review of literature. 

 Although I amassed a collection of articles that totaled well over 100, many were 

excluded from this literature review, because they did not specifically contribute to the 

focus of my research study.  Because this study was born from a previously attempted 

research proposal, I collected literature that loosely and indirectly informed this study.  

Although not included, many articles pointed me toward a focus on social integration in 

the community college classroom.  Much of the literature that preceded this study 

involved a more general focus on the causes of student departure, which does not directly 

relate to the research questions of this study, but was a necessary first step in establishing 

a narrowed focus on the value and practice of promoting social interactions in the 

community college classroom. 
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Purpose of Literature Review 

This case-study of community college social interaction addresses two primary 

questions: (a) According to participating community college faculty, what is the value in 

promoting social integration in the first-term classroom? (b) What are practices used by 

community college faculty to promote social integration in the first-term classroom?  

According to Creswell (2008), researchers conduct literature reviews to describe the 

existing body of information about one’s topic, while also attempting to place one’s 

research within this body of scholarship.  While a large body of both quantitative and 

qualitative literature on social integration exists, there is considerably less known about 

social integration within the community college classroom.  The purpose of this literature 

review is to synthesize relevant studies about the factors associated with social 

integration.  This literature review is intended to identify gaps in existing knowledge, to 

inform the choice of methodology for the study, and to help triangulate the findings of 

this study, which is an essential aspect for the believability and trustworthiness of any 

qualitative study (Creswell, 2008). 

Glossary of Terms  

 Due to the many theoretical contributions to the study of college student 

persistence, there are overlapping terms that vary slightly in meaning but tend to refer to 

similar concepts.  The ultimate goal of this study is to learn more about social integration 

in the community college classroom.  This study is relying on the theoretical framework 

of Vincent Tinto’s (1993) social integration—which is a key concept of student 

persistence—and this study uses the term social integration as a blanket term that 
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incorporates the ideas of social involvement, social engagement, and social integration.  

As this literature review will demonstrate, there are many benefits to socially integrating 

with classmates, peers, and faculty; however, the terminology that refers to students 

communicating with other students and with faculty is often inconsistent.  This is largely 

due to three major theoretical contributions to the literature: Tinto’s (1993) integration, 

Astin’s (1993) involvement, and Kuh’s (2001) engagement.  

Social integration refers to the act of establishing relationships with peers and 

college faculty on campus.  Vincent Tinto (1993) used the term integration to reflect the 

action of becoming a committed member of the social and academic systems on a college 

campus and sharing the attitudes and beliefs of peers and faculty.  It is important to 

mention that, according to Wolf-Wendel, Ward, and Kinzie (2009), Tinto now says that 

he regrets the use of the word integration, as its connotation has changed in the 40 years 

since he first began using the term.  “Integration” now suggests assimilation into a 

dominant culture, which is a controversial issue as scholars and activists highlight the 

challenges of minority students who struggle to adjust to expectations of a majority 

culture and the ensuing marginalization that often occurs as a result.  Tinto has stated that 

he never intended the term to mean that minorities must conform to Caucasian culture, 

but rather, he originally used the word in opposition to segregation; in fact, Tinto has 

stated that he views the concept as analogous to “sense of belonging” (Wolf-Wendel, 

Ward, & Kinzie, 2009). 

 The concept of involvement, which is most often attributed to Alexander Astin 

(Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie, 2009), who defined the term as the amount of energy a 
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student gives to his/her academic and social experience.  Similarly, the term engagement 

refers to the time and energy students put into their social and academic activities that 

lead to student success (Kuh, 2001). 

Emergent Themes within the Literature 

The topic of social interaction at the community college unveiled a rich selection 

of studies, some of which point to the importance of the classroom as a hub for social 

interactions among community college students.  While many studies have found an 

insignificant connection between Tinto’s (1993) social integration and community 

college persistence, others have argued that many of the measures previously used were 

more representative of residential-student social integration at a university rather than a 

college attended by commuter students (Borglum & Thomas, 2000; Hagedorn, Maxwell, 

Rodriguez, & Fillpot, 2000).  This literature review begins by focusing on the major 

theoretical contribution of Vincent Tinto.  It then covers the characteristics of community 

college students, pointing to the reasons why social interaction is unlikely to occur 

outside of the classroom.  Next, this review accounts for literature of social interaction in 

the classroom, followed by studies of the benefits of social interactions among college 

peers.  The concluding theme of this review is the role faculty members play in 

facilitating social interactions in the classroom.  

Synthesis 

Overview of Major Contributing Theories  

Educational theories have long explored the connection between the social 

dimension of the college experience and its possible benefits.  Student development 
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theories generally all include the value of peer socializing, yet these theories do not 

attempt to link the “social” aspects of a student’s life to educational outcomes.  Almost 

40 years ago, Vincent Tinto (1993) developed a model that viewed social integration as a 

key element of student persistence.  Tinto’s model remains the most often and rigorously 

tested theory of student persistence. 

Tinto’s concept of social integration.  In 1975, Tinto (1993) published a 

theoretical model of student departure.  Tinto’s model, which has become the dominant 

theory in attrition scholarship, described a more nuanced definition of interaction 

between the student and the institution.  Tinto theorized that students arrive on campus 

with background characteristics, such as previous school experience, family support, 

ability level, personal disposition, intentions, and commitments to both personal goals 

and the institution.  Students who succeed will find a fit between their own commitments 

and the institution’s ability to support those commitments.  If there is not harmony 

between the student and institution, the student will begin to sense a disconnection with 

the institution, and he or she will feel less committed to the institution.  If a student is to 

persist, he or she will integrate academically and socially.  This integration will reaffirm 

commitments to both institution and personal goals.  Tinto (1993) wrote that integration 

into either system, academic or social, does not imply similar integration into the other 

system.  Because this study focuses solely on social interaction within the community 

college classroom, it is important to note that one should not assume a socially integrated 

student is academically integrated. 
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Social integration.  A major element of Tinto’s theory of student departure is a 

student’s ability to socially immerse himself or herself into the campus community.  

Tinto (1993) stated that each institution of higher learning has a social system, “each with 

its own characteristic formal and informal structure and set of student, staff, and faculty 

communities” (p. 106).  Social integration often occurs if a student perceives a high level 

of personal congruence with the values, norms, and attitudes of the social communities 

on campus (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004).  A student who socially integrates, 

according to Tinto (1993), is more likely to maintain a commitment to his or her initial 

graduation goals and establish a commitment to the institution (Braxton, Hirschy, & 

McClendon, 2004).  Tinto (1993) stressed that social integration is most important for 

students in their first year at an institution; social integration involves a willingness to 

form relationships with peers and faculty, while exhibiting knowledge of cultural norms 

on campus (Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie, 2009). 

Astin’s theory of involvement.  Astin proposed an input-environment-outcome 

model that accounted for how background characteristics shaped the college experience, 

and, in turn, how the college environment influenced the traits, behaviors, and values of 

the student after they leave college (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  Astin is 

also recognized for his theory of student involvement, which was formulated within the 

context of student development; yet many associate it with persistence.  Similar to his 

earlier concept of input-environment-outcome, Astin’s work on involvement argued that 

students who were more directly involved with their college experience would be more 

likely to persist.  Astin claimed that involvement can be measured both quantitatively 
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(time spent studying or on tests as a measure of effort) and qualitatively (accounts of 

activities on campus in which students participate).  Involvement should be viewed as 

pertaining to both the academic and social experiences students have in college (Astin, 

1984; Braxton & Hirschy, 2005; Morrison & Silverman, 2012; Pascarella & Terenzini, 

2005). 

Social involvement.  Astin (1984) stated that involvement is the amount of 

physical and psychological energy dedicated to one’s academic experience.  Astin 

empirically studied the extracurricular activities of students and found that outcomes such 

as satisfaction, grades, retention, and graduation are linked to engaging with peers, 

joining clubs, and socializing with faculty (Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie, 2009).  

Whereas Tinto explored the roles of both the student and the institution, Astin’s 

involvement focuses on the individual and the attempts students make to become 

involved.  Like Tinto, Astin (1993) viewed peer involvement as the primary influence on 

the student’s growth and development but also as a social assimilation, “student’s values, 

beliefs, and aspirations tend to change in the direction of dominant values, beliefs, and 

aspirations of the group” (p. 398).  

Kuh’s notion of engagement.  The concept of engagement is similar to 

involvement, because it is based on the time and effort that students devote to their 

studies.  The difference between involvement and engagement is that the latter includes 

institutional responsibility for providing learning opportunities and services.  Ideally, a 

student and an institution will both bring high levels of engagement into the academic 

experience, resulting in student persistence (Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie, 2009).  Kuh 
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(2009) constructed the idea of engagement to embody previous theories, including 

Astin’s involvement and Tinto’s integration. 

Social engagement.  Although engagement is commonly associated with social 

activities, there is little mention from Kuh (2009) connecting the concept of engagement 

specifically to peer socialization; however, Kuh incorporated the value of collaborative 

learning and student-faculty interaction as key activities in engagement.  Kuh constructed 

the idea of engagement to embody previous theories, including Astin’s involvement and 

Tinto’s integration, both of which imply social aspects of the college experience.  

Schuetz (2008), on the other hand, directly linked successful engagement to students 

feeling a “sense of belonging” and “fit” within an institution.  

Critique of contributing theories.  Early theories that focused on the importance 

of social interaction concentrated too narrowly on residential college students attending 

universities, while neglecting to give attention to community college commuter students.  

Within Tinto’s (1993) model, overwhelmingly the most rigorously tested of attrition 

models, much of the theory is applicable to commuter students.  Specifically, students 

who academically integrate tend to persist and are more committed to the institution 

(Braxton & Hirschy, 2005; Braxton, Hirschy, &  McClendon, 2004; Cabrera, Nora, & 

Castaneda, 1993).  However, most of the studies that tested Tinto’s theory largely ignored 

the realities of the commuter student.  Specifically, their ability to socially integrate 

successfully would look very different than a university student’s experience.  Hagedorn 

et al. (2000) and Borglum and Thomas (2000) stated many studies that applied Tinto’s 

model to community colleges measured social integration inadequately. 
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Validity of Tinto’s social integration model.  Studies have shown that Tinto’s 

model, including social integration, at universities leads to greater commitment and is 

predictive of persistence (e.g., Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, & Hengstler, 1992).  Nora, 

Cabrera, Hagedorn, and  Pascarella (1996) found that socially integrated students who 

developed close personal relationships with peers persisted to the second year at a higher 

rate.  Terenzini and Pascarella (1980) found that, after background characteristics and 

college expectations had been controlled, social integration is influential in persistence.  

Although many studies have investigated the impact of social integration in 

connection with Tinto’s model at community colleges, several authors have challenged 

the methods for measuring the construct of social integration in such a drastically 

different environment than universities (Borglum & Thomas, 2000; Hagedorn, Maxwell, 

Rodriguez, & Fillpot, 2000; Nora, Cabrera, Hagedorn, & Pascarella, 1996; Tinto, 1997).  

However, Pascarella, Smart, and Ethingham (1986) found that Tinto’s two concepts of 

academic and social integration “were the only predictors to have significant direct 

effects on both men and women [at community colleges]” (p. 65).  A finding that this 

literature review, one intended to focus exclusively on social dimensions of the college 

experience, cannot ignore is that academic integration and social integration at the 

community college—where a large majority of students commute to classes—are often 

found to be intertwined and have a large effect on each other (Deil-Amen, 2011; Napoli 

& Wortman, 1998).  

Summary.  The social aspect of the student experience has long been considered 

important for both student development and student persistence.  The socialization of 
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students into the campus culture has most often been written about within the context of 

three terms: Tinto’s integration, Astin’s involvement, and Kuh’s engagement.  While 

there are overlapping similarities and subtle differences among these ideas of 

socialization, the major distinction among these terms is the model from which they 

originated.  Tinto’s model of student departure has remained the most tested and cited 

model of student attrition for nearly four decades, which places his notion of social 

integration at the forefront of any discussion of student socialization.  For the purpose of 

this study, the term social interaction is meant to be an all-inclusive term that, however, 

cannot possibly cover the depth of all the concepts related to college socialization, 

including integration, involvement, and engagement. 

Much of the scholarship that has tested social interactions as an element of 

student persistence has focused on the experiences of university students, specifically 

residential freshman.  This has translated to research assumptions about what social 

activities look like for college students, yet these measurements fail to account for the 

social experiences of commuter students.  Scholars have begun to acknowledge that it is 

important for commuter students to have social experiences, yet these experiences often 

look very different than those of residential university students. 

Characteristics of Community College Students 

In the fall term, 2011, community colleges served eight million credit-seeking 

students, close to half of all undergraduates in the United States (AACC, 2013).  Of all 

students enrolled at community colleges, 59% were part-time students.  This has 

significant implications on degree completion because only 7.4% of part-time students 
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complete an associate’s degree within four years (AACC, 2013).  Approximately 55% of 

all community college students persist to a second year of continuous enrollment (ACT, 

2013).  As the low retention and degree rates show, community college students face 

significant challenges on their path toward a degree. 

Community colleges offer open enrollment, which is based on an egalitarian 

philosophy that anyone who seeks education should have the opportunity to do so.  Open 

enrollment dictates that neither previous academic records nor current academic ability 

will hinder the student’s ability to be admitted into the college (Cohen & Brawer, 2003).  

Due to the open-access model, community colleges are an attractive educational option 

for commuter students (Bean & Metzner, 1985).  In fact, almost all community college 

students commute to school from an off-campus residence (Cowen & Brawer, 2003).  

Community college commuter students face a set of obstacles that include transportation 

issues and multiple life roles and obligations (Jacoby, 2000; Lundberg, 2003).  Because 

commuter students are primarily motivated by the academic opportunities of their chosen 

college, commuter students are not generally active in the social environment offered by 

an institution (Bean & Metzner, 1985). 

In a study that heavily emphasized the burden of commuting to college in contrast 

to residential students, Jacoby (2000) stated, “In many cases, there are inadequate 

opportunities for commuter students to develop relationships with faculty, staff, and other 

students.  Individuals rarely feel connected to a place where they have no significant 

relationships” (p. 6).  Students who commute to college spend less time on campus 

engaging socially and academically, which will negatively impact persistence (Deil-
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Amen, 2011; Jacoby, 2000; Napoli & Wortman, 1998; Newbold, Mehta, & Forbus, 2011; 

Pascarella, Smart, & Ethingham, 1986).  

 Summary.  Community college students are commuter students.  Community 

college commuter students face unique obstacles that prevent them from gaining the 

benefits of spending the considerable amount of time on campus that typifies the 

residential student experience.  In particular, commuter students struggle to socially 

interact for several reasons: they do not have the time to dedicate to on-campus social 

activities, and they do not view social interaction as a priority in their educational 

experiences.  

Social Integration in the Classroom 

 Hagedorn et al. (2000) directly stated, “Researchers have used the wrong 

measures when determining social integration at the community college” (p. 595).  

Scholarship has often viewed community colleges and universities similarly when 

measuring social integration, social involvement, and social engagement (Bers & Smith, 

1991; Deil-Amen, 2011).  However, recent contributions to the literature have questioned 

this perspective and have argued that commuter community college students socially 

interact differently than university students (Borglum & Kubala, 2000; Hagedorn, 

Maxwell, Rodriguez, & Fillpot, 2000; Tinto, 2007).  Kuh et al. (2008) stated, “The 

classroom is the only regular venue that most commuting and part-time students have for 

interacting with other students and faculty” (p. 556).  Scholarship has begun to 

acknowledge this central reality of the community college experience: due to the 

constraints that commuter students at a community college face, the classroom has long 
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been the main point of contact with peers, faculty, the campus, and the institution (Chang, 

2005; Deil-Amen, 2011; Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011; Hagedorn, Maxwell, Rodriguez, 

& Fillpot, 2000; Kasworm, 2005; Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2008; Maxwell, 

2000; Tinto, 1997). 

 Hagedorn et al. (2000) conducted a study of the gender differences among 

student-faculty relationships at a mid-sized California community college with a sample 

size of approximately 22,000 students.  Two notable implications came from the findings: 

(a) community college students rarely participated in social activities or relationships 

outside of the classroom, regardless of gender, and (b) the researchers questioned their 

own measurements for social integration at the community college.  The researchers 

inferred that the second implication suggests that community college students “typically 

spend only limited amounts of time on campus in traditional types of relationships” (p. 

595).  

 Furthermore, Hagedorn et al. (2000) stated, “The classroom is the main point of 

student contact with the college” (p. 596).  Because students are unlikely to have contact 

with faculty outside of class, faculty-student interactions at a community college 

overwhelmingly occur inside the classroom (Chang, 2005; Hagedorn, Maxwell, 

Rodriguez, & Fillpot, 2000; Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2008).  In a multi-

method study that incorporated surveys, observations, and 238 interviews, Deil-Amen 

(2011) found that “connections tended to happen during in-class interactions” (p. 62).  

Also, approximately three-quarters of the students identified support and interaction with 

students and faculty inside the classroom as fundamental to feelings of comfort with 
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college.  Deil-Amen (2011) found that social interactions within the class can be mutually 

meaningful and limited, which means that social interactions do not need to extend 

beyond the classroom to have value for students. 

 A frequent critique of Tinto’s attrition model is that it did not account for 

commuter students (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004).  Perhaps as a response to 

this limitation of his 1975 model, Tinto (1997) authored a study that used questionnaires 

and case studies to explore the community college classroom as a community within 

itself, “…for students who commute to college, especially those who have multiple 

obligations outside the college, the classroom may be the only place where students and 

faculty meet” (p. 599).  He further stated that if social integration is to occur, the 

classroom, for many students, is the only possible location it will occur.  In the 

classroom, students build supportive peer groups, collaborate in shared learning 

experiences, and, as a result, strengthen their goal commitments (Tinto, 1997). 

Summary.  There is compelling literature to suggest that social interaction is an 

important piece of the successful student’s experience, and that social interaction is least 

likely to take place outside of class for most community college students.  Previous 

attempts to use empirical measures for social integration at community colleges have 

been criticized for not taking into account the quite different experience of community 

college students.  Tinto (1997) and Chang (2005) suggested focusing on social interaction 

as occurring mainly within the classroom rather than as an aspect of the college 

experience that occurs while students spend their free time on campus, because this is 

unlikely to happen for most community college students. 
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The Value of Social Integration  

Social integration on the community college campus has been challenging for 

researchers to quantify, because the community college student experience is different 

than the university student experience.  Although community college students are 

commuters who spend less time on campus, many benefits occur when students make 

social connects with other students and faculty.  These are discussed below. 

Persistence.  Nora et al. (1996) studied 26 two-year and four-year institutions 

with a student sample of 3,900 and found that “Student’s interactions with peers and 

developing close personal relationships with other students were related to persistence for 

both males and females” (p. 445).  Bers and Smith (1991), found similar results among 

community college students, “Contrary to the mixed results of other research on 

community college student persistence, students’ Academic and Social Integration 

differentiated persisters from nonpersisters” (p. 551), further stating that social 

integration made a larger contribution to persistence.  

Pascarella, Smart, and Ethington (1986) conducted a nine-year longitudinal study 

of 825 students at 85 two-year institutions, and they found that social integration had a 

direct influence on goal commitment.  Furthermore, the study suggested social 

integration is important in predicting success that a student’s experiences at a 

postsecondary institution are just as predictive of persistence as precollege variables, such 

as GPA and family background. 

Studies of university students have shown that social integration positively 

impacts persistence.  In a longitudinal study of 408 first-time, full-time students at 
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residential universities, Braxton et al. (2008) found that social integration was “positively 

and significantly related to a student’s subsequent institutional commitment” (p. 78).  

Using a survey sample of 832 low-income students at Washington universities, Hu 

(2011) found that social engagement was positively related to student persistence, and 

that other constructs of persistence, such as academic engagement, were negatively 

related to student persistence unless they were accompanied by social engagement. 

Napoli and Wortman (1998) investigated the psychosocial impact on following-

term retention at a three-campus community college.  Using Tinto’s model of student 

attrition as their framework, Napoli and Wortman used a sample of 1,011 first-time 

students, who were measured three times during the term.  Measurements included 

external commitments and involvements, institution and goal commitment, satisfaction 

with college, academic integration, and social integration.  The study found that social 

integration had direct and indirect effects on persistence.  Notably, social integration 

influenced the student’s goal and institution commitment. 

Peer relationships.  Clark (2012) conducted a dialogue with graduating 

community college students about persistence, which qualitatively suggested validation 

of Tinto’s theory.  Community students who persisted used their life experiences to 

socially and academically engage.  They built supportive relationships with other 

commuter students based on similar life experiences.  The dominant concept was that the 

community college student experience became the norm within their peer interactions, 

hence these students felt a sense of belonging in their shared struggle.  The primary 

theme among these students was the development of confidence and gaining momentum 
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toward validation and self-worth from a starting point of low self-esteem.  Clark’s study 

echoed the value of peer interaction as a source of support and belonging for the 

community college student. 

Using a questionnaire sample of 4644 adult students from comprehensive 

universities and colleges, Lundberg (2003) found that peer relationships contribute 

strongly to learning when the relationships are related to learning.  The suggestion that 

relationships “count” when learning is a featured characteristic supporting the notion that 

in-class relationships are vital for adult students; yet, Lundberg’s study also 

acknowledged that supportive relationships can come from locations outside of college, 

such as the workplace or the neighborhood.  It is important to note that Lundberg’s study 

identified an important difference between “purely social” peer relationships and 

“educationally related” relationships, with the latter supporting learning and persistence.  

Maxwell (2000) administered a community college classroom survey to a sample 

of 1,359 students in 19 general education courses at the beginning of a selected term, and 

then again to 744 students at mid-semester.  The study found that few students engage in 

the traditional social activities of university students.  However, the study found, “There 

is a student social structure at community colleges” (p. 215). This social structure of 

relationships was anchored in the classroom and relationships revolved around course 

objectives, such as study groups and discussing coursework. 

Sense of belonging.  Commuter students have inadequate opportunities to 

develop a “sense of belonging,” which may lead to a feeling that they are unwelcome and 

unwanted at an institution.  Students who feel a “sense of belonging” at an institution 
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begin to put down “roots.”  In order for commuter students to feel connected to an 

institution, they must be given opportunities to develop relationships with faculty, staff, 

and other students—students rarely feel connected if they have no significant 

relationships (Jacoby, 2000).  

 Inclusion into an institution of higher education increases a sense of affiliation 

and belonging among students.  Hoffman et al. (2002) found that “sense of belonging” is 

a result of perceived “valued involvement” in the collegiate environment: (a) functionally 

supportive peer relationships that help students meet the challenge of navigating the new 

environment, and (b) belief that faculty are compassionate and recognize the student as 

more than just a face in the crowd.  Sense of belonging depends on supportive 

relationships, which allow students to feel cared for and valued.  Interpersonal attachment 

and reassurance increased the students’ sense of comfort, allowing them to cope with the 

demands of the college environment (Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, & Salomone, 2002).  

Support and community.  A commuter student often has a support network that 

exists off campus: parents, spouse, children, siblings, employers, coworkers, and friends.  

Such students are generally not interested is developing a deep connection with other 

students, because they already have a rooted support network (Jacoby, 2000).  However, 

if these students are willing to interact while at school, social integration and a sense of 

belonging can emerge from positive social experiences, which often include supportive 

relationships with peers and faculty (Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, & Salomone, 2002; 

Tinto, 1993).  According to Napoli and Wortman (1998), social support had the most 
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significant impact on the social integration of the student, which, in turn, led to increased 

commitment to persist. 

Qualitative studies (Kasworm, 2005) have reported that students value the 

supportive relationships they developed with peers within the classroom community, 

even if the friendships were relatively short lived.  These supportive relationships helped 

students make the transition to college, and they allowed students to build a network of 

support that bound them to the larger college community.  Supportive relationships with 

classmates even led to increased attendance and class participation (Tinto, 1997).  Deil-

Amen (2011) reported that three-quarters of the students in her study identified support of 

other students and faculty within the classroom as essential to finding comfort in the 

college environment.  Even generational differences created a comfort zone for students, 

with the older students appreciating the perspective and current knowledge of the 

younger students, and the younger students thankful for informal counseling and 

mentoring offered by the older students (Kasworm, 2005).  

Information networks.  An essential aspect of social interaction is the sharing of 

important cultural and navigational information.  Students learn how to be in college 

from other students.  Commuter students face this challenge with a disadvantage because 

of a lack of social interaction in their early college experiences.  Schuetz (2008) 

suggested that one quarter of the student population are experts in navigating the campus 

environment and that this expertise is lost when they move to other endeavors.  These 

mavens—information specialists who share their knowledge with others—are valuable 

resources for other students, because they have the ability to communicate information to 
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larger networks of people, but the lack of socially interactive opportunities causes these 

students to be underutilized.  

 Karp and Hughes (2008) conducted an interview-based qualitative study of 

beginning community college students.  The study found that sense of belonging is 

positively associated with persistence to a second year of enrollment.  This sense of 

belonging was encouraged by a student’s participation in information networks—social 

connections that helped them understand college life.  Information networks made the 

campus feel more manageable and friendlier to students.  Also, these information 

networks helped students overcome obstacles in such a way that reduced frustration and 

alienation.  Students who tapped into information networks learned about campus 

resources and felt more comfortable about using the resources, because another student 

had conveyed the information.  The relationships that connected people to information 

networks created strong and meaningful attachments to the institution, as well as 

promoted a feeling of support and togetherness in the college experience. 

 Summary.  Research has supported the direct and indirect value of social 

integration.  Directly, social integration has been shown to positively influence 

persistence.  Indirectly, social integration influences persistence by way of its impact 

other elements of student success.  This section has shown that community college 

students who establish relationships that support success find a sense of camaraderie in 

their shared struggle as commuter students.  Community college students who socially 

interact develop a sense of belonging that translates to feeling valued within the 

classroom community, which increases the commitment to persist.  The relationships that 
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students develop in class, although many are short lived, help students transition to 

college, while also connecting the student to greater comfort within the classroom and 

campus environment.  An important dimension of social interaction at a community 

college is the ability to connect to information networks, where students learn about 

college expectations, culture, and resources.  For most community college students, these 

benefits are the result of social interaction within the classroom. 

Importance of Early Social Integration 

Nearly one-half of all community college students leave within the first year of 

enrollment (ACT, 2013).  When a student enters an institution, a narrow window of 

opportunity begins for the student and the institution to commit to each other.  This 

period of time is when successful students develop attitudes, behaviors, habits, skills, and 

knowledge that allow them to embark on a journey toward a college degree (Reason, 

Terenzini, & Domingo, 2007).  Within the first year, a student’s social competence—the 

ability to navigate college culture and create supportive social interactions—appears to be 

shaped positively by the influence of the campus’ peer environment, “particularly one 

characterized by peers’ collective perceptions that their institution’s faculty and staff 

support students’ academic, personal, and social needs” (Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo, 

2007, p. 294). 

 Many factors lead to increased persistence within the first year.  Kuh et al. (2008) 

found that increased engagement leads to enrollment in the second year of college, but 

that the institution, led by faculty, must be responsible for using best practices that foster 

student success.  This is magnified more for commuter students who do not have as much 
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contact with the institution, “The classroom is the only regular venue that most 

community and part-time students have for interacting with other students and with 

faculty…[faculty and student affairs] can work together to fashion a rich, engaging 

classroom experience” (Kinzie, Gonyea, Shoup, & Kuh, 2008, p. 556).  

 Summary.  The first term of a student’s stay at an institution is a vital window of 

time for determining persistence.  Furthermore, the classroom plays a large role in 

influencing the commuter student, because the classroom is the main point of contact the 

student has with the institution. 

Role of Faculty as Social Integration Facilitators 

 Tinto (1997) leveled a pointed critique of higher education instruction styles by 

stating “Though it is apparent that the college classroom is, for many if not most students, 

the only place where involvement may arise, it remains the case that most college 

classrooms are less than involving” (p. 601).  Although the traditional lecture method of 

instruction is still common, some instructors and institutions are restructuring the 

classroom experience for enhanced student success by use of learning communities and 

collaborative learning activities (Kuh, 2009; Pike, Kuh, & McCormick, 2011; Rocconi; 

2011; Tinto, 1997; Umbach & Wawrynski, 2005; Zhao & Kuh, 2004).  Chickering and 

Gamson (1999) outlined The Seven Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate 

Education, which included student-faculty contact and cooperation among students, 

which shaped conditions in the classroom that fostered engagement (Kinzie, Gonyea, 

Shoup, & Kuh, 2008).  The literature has reported that faculty has an influence on the 

social integration and persistence of students.  Pascarella, Smart, and Ethingham (1986) 
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found that frequent interactions with faculty had a positive effect on persistence.  

Braxton, Milem, and Sullivan (2000) found that faculty behaviors in the classroom 

contributed to student persistence; specifically, active learning techniques had a 

significant influence on social integration, subsequent commitment, and student intent to 

return. 

 Students are more likely to interact with faculty in class than outside of class 

(Chang, 2005).  In-class interaction between faculty and students promoted social 

integration.  These interactions were intentionally scheduled so that one-on-one time 

could occur for faculty-student conversations, which led to students feeling a stronger 

sense of belonging, confidence, and their ability to succeed (Deil-Amen, 2011).  Students 

also reported that instructors were resources for guidance, support, and connectedness to 

the greater campus (Karp & Hughes, 2008).  In fact, students viewed instructors as 

institutional agents; this places an important emphasis on the level of care and concern 

instructors show their students, which reflects a perceived institutional concern 

(Schreiner, Noel, Anderson, & Cantwell, 2001). 

Instructors have an influence on social integration within a course, yet there is a 

gap in the knowledge of how specifically instructors influence social interaction inside 

the classroom.  While social interaction is often a byproduct of students working together 

in learning activities, little is known about instructor best practices for promoting social 

interaction within the walls of the classroom. 

 Summary.  Social interaction for the community college student occurs within 

the classroom, which places a large share of the responsibility on the faculty member for 
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facilitating an environment that promotes social interactions.  However, there is a gap in 

the research of community college student interaction: little is known about how and why 

faculty members create this socially interactive environment. 

Literature Review Summary 

This literature review was written with the intention to identify previous research 

examining social interaction within the community college classroom.  Further, the 

literature can suggest an approach to a study about how faculty members promote social 

interaction within the community college classroom.  Based on a theoretical framework 

created by Tinto, Astin, and Kuh, this chapter established that social interaction—the 

precursor to integration, involvement, and engagement—has often been incorrectly 

measured at community colleges: previous studies of the impact of socialization on 

community college campuses have used models and assumptions more appropriate for 

residential students at universities.  Community college students are uniquely different 

than residential students. Community college students are likely to commute to school 

and have work and family obligations away from school, indicating that social interaction 

is unlikely to occur outside the classroom.  These ongoing challenges—which prevent 

social interaction outside of class—place a new level of importance in examining the 

ways in which students socially interact within the classroom and the practices that 

faculty can use to further encourage this interaction.  According to the literature, social 

interaction has value in that it is tied to persistence, a greater sense of belonging, 

inclusion in vital information networks, and supportive peer relationships that enhance 
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commitment behaviors among students.  Each of these benefits is supported by the 

literature as important variables for community college student success. 

This literature review has informed the research design of this case study in 

several ways.  First, the literature pointed to the classroom as the central point of contact 

between the institution and the commuter student, which indicated that the study should 

investigate what is happening in the classroom—it created a “bounded” parameter that is 

consistent with case studies.  Second, the literature exposed gaps in current knowledge 

about community college social integration.  Of primary interest to this study is the role 

faculty plays in promoting social interaction within the classroom, which narrows the 

case study parameters even more.  The design of this study seeks to investigate what the 

current literature has not researched: faculty practices and rationale for promoting social 

interaction in the community college classroom. 
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Chapter Three: Design of Study 

The issue I am interested in studying is specific: social interaction within the 

community college classroom.  The literature pointed to the likelihood that community 

college students primarily interact with their campus and classmates in the classroom.  

Because commuter students spend little time on campus, before or after classes, it is 

important to investigate social interaction as something that will occur mostly in the 

classroom, if it is to happen at all.  The literature suggests that it is important for students 

to socially integrate, which promotes numerous benefits, including increased persistence, 

peer support, sense of belonging, and navigation of college culture (Clark, 2012; 

Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, & Salomone, 2002; Jacoby, 2000; Pascarella, Smart, & 

Ethington, 1986; Schuetz 2008).  It is also important that social integration occur early 

because students are more likely to persist to a second year if they engage early in their 

collegiate experience (Kuh, 2008; Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo, 2007).  Due to the 

specific nature of this inquiry—one that asks faculty about the value of social integration 

and the practices that help promote social integration in the classroom—I have selected a 

qualitative case study approach, which places “bounded” parameters around the 

specificity of the topic.   

The purpose of this chapter is to identify the methods used for this study, which 

aimed to better understand faculty practices for promoting social interactions within the 

community college classroom.  This research will help provide knowledge about 

community college faculty and the values and methods they use while facilitating social 
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interaction within the classroom.  The purpose of this study is to learn about the practices 

of community college instructors who promote social integration in the classroom. 

Guided by Creswell’s (2008) definition of research as “a process of steps used to 

collect and analyze information to increase our understanding of a topic or issue” (p. 3), I 

followed his three fundamental steps of research by (a) posing research questions, (b) 

collecting data to answer the questions, and (c) presenting an answer to the question.  In 

order to create questions for this study, I used the existing literature to direct me toward 

areas in need of exploration.  To collect data for this study, I used a case study design to 

frame the necessary procedures to successfully capture data.  Finally, to present answers, 

I used analysis techniques to organize, code, and theme the data.   

This proposed study of community college social interaction answers two primary 

questions: (a) According to participating community college faculty, what is the value in 

promoting social integration in the classroom? (b) What are practices used by community 

college faculty to promote social integration in the first-term classroom?  

 The research questions that create the foundation of this study address two 

concepts: value and practice.  Essentially, this study asks why and how.  This chapter 

builds upon the research questions to create a set of procedures for setting out to provide 

answers to why and how faculty members promote social interactions in their classrooms.   

The beginning of this chapter explores the paradigm of inquiry, consisting of 

constructivism and interpretive social science epistemology, I felt would best suit the 

study’s research questions.  Then, I dedicate a section to the methodology of qualitative 

research, which best supports the type of sample and information this study seeks.  Next, 
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I introduce the study’s method: bounded case study, which better informs how to answer 

the study’s questions through research design.  Finally, this chapter addresses the 

procedures used to establish criteria for subject participation, data collection, data 

analysis, and protection of subjects.   

Paradigm of Inquiry 

 This is a study of community college faculty and their perceived value of social 

interaction in the classroom.  In order to carry out this qualitative study, it must be 

grounded in a worldview that supports its intentions.  The intentions of this study were to 

investigate the topic of social interaction in the community college classroom as a 

concept that can be experienced, observed, and influenced.  Each community college 

classroom has a unique culture that is a microcosm within the context of the more general 

culture of institutions and academic departments.  The study relies on a constructivist 

worldview that appreciates the abstract subjectivity of faculty beliefs, values, and 

experiences.  This study adheres to the interpretive social science epistemological 

perspective that there is no single observable reality and that faculty likely approach 

classroom experiences differently.  

 Constructivism.  The foundation on which my worldview stands is that of the 

constructivist paradigm.  I am interested in the interpretation and induction of meaning as 

both pertain to human experience.  Stage and Manning (2003) stated, “The constructivist 

paradigm is a highly effective perspective on which to rest research when individual, 

idiosyncratic meaning and depth are the goals of the effort” (p. 20).  While this paradigm 

is inherently subjective, rigorous research grounded in consistent procedures can provide 
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information that will benefit the practice of educators seeking to provide socially 

interactive learning opportunities.  According to Guba and Lincoln (2005), 

constructivism’s aim of inquiry is to understand and reconstruct the experiences of the 

subjects.  The constructivist paradigm embraces the concept that human experience is 

unique, is a product of cultural values and beliefs, and is only relevant to the context in 

which it exists.  Culture and experience shape the individual, and both of these factors 

must be acknowledged when studying human beings.  Research conducted under a 

constructivist worldview inductively analyzes and works with categories and 

interpretations grounded in the data. 

 Within the constructivist paradigm, the researcher cannot be objectively removed 

from the inquiry because there is inherent mutual interaction and interpretation, and the 

nature of reality, from a constructivist perspective, is that people create and build reality 

through personal and social constructions.  The purpose of constructivist research is to 

contribute to a body of knowledge using time- and context-dependent studies and 

interpretations firmly placed in “situation.”  Researchers do not isolate single variables, 

but rather explain action and circumstance by looking into interacting factors, events, and 

processes (Stage & Manning, 2003). 

 The research questions of this study emerge from my constructivist worldview: the 

unique and diverse experiences of faculty members create an expansive and divergent set 

of answers about the “value” of social interaction within the community college 

classroom.  In my attempt to find useful practices for promoting social interaction in the 

classroom, a constructivist approach asks for a procedural analysis of the events and 
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circumstances experienced by each faculty member.  Rather than seeking one answer, a 

constructivist worldview asks for many answers. 

 Interpretive social science.  The epistemological perspective I most closely 

subscribe to is interpretive social science, because I want to gain a better understanding 

of how faculty construct meaning from their experiences.  Merriam (2009) stated, 

“Interpretive research, which is where qualitative research is most often located, assumes 

that reality is socially constructed, that is, there is no single observable reality.  Rather, 

there are multiple realities, or interpretations, of a single event” (p. 8).  I cannot 

disassociate myself from my belief that each person has a unique lens.  With regard to 

human experience, the only universal truth I believe in is that of subjectivity.  While I 

believe that truth is an individual determination, I believe that we can find common 

themes through assiduous qualitative inquiry that will inform thought and action.  

Qualitative Research Methodology 

A qualitative methodology is essential for this study because it provides a 

philosophical approach that allows for the central tenets of constructivism and 

interpretive social science: experience, meaning, context, and interpretation.  The use of a 

qualitative methodology offers a line of inquiry and analysis suitable for the dynamic and 

varied perspectives of study participants.  The overarching benefit of choosing a 

qualitative methodology is that it invites depth and richness.  For example, this study 

sought to identify the “value,” according to faculty members, of social interaction in the 

classroom.  A concept like “value” is highly interpretive and requires individual 

identification of its meaning. 
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Qualitative research, which is also identified as interpretive or naturalistic 

research, is primarily interested in gathering information about people and the meaning 

people derive from life experiences (Merriam, 2009).  This particular study of practices 

for promoting in-class social interaction very much aligns itself with fundamental 

principles of qualitative research because of its inherent reliance on meaning and context.  

Merriam (2009) stated, “Qualitative researchers are interested in understanding how 

people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning 

they attribute to their experiences” (p. 5).  Denzin and Lincoln (2005) defined qualitative 

research in stark contrast to quantitative studies, “The word qualitative implies an 

emphasis on the qualities of entities and on the processes and meanings that are not 

experimentally examined or measured (if measured at all) in terms of quantity, amount, 

intensity, or frequency” (p. 10).  While issues of validity and reliability are essential 

elements of quantitative research, qualitative research has different constraints such as 

“the value-laden nature of inquiry” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 10).  Because 

measurement is not appropriate or feasible when investigating social constructions and 

personal meaning, qualitative research must look toward less definitive terms when 

evaluating its value.  

Qualitative research emphasizes concepts of trustworthiness and believability, yet 

there are several concerns about this style of information collection and analysis 

(Merriam, 2009).  Traditional research found its basis in quantitative statistical analysis 

that is defined as objective and generalizable while adhering to a rigid structure.  

Creswell (2008) pointed out that qualitative research is general and broad; it collects 
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information from a relatively small number of participants; it tends to be thematic in 

nature, which indicates that it is open to wide interpretations; its researchers may take a 

more subjective approach; its structure can be flexible.  From the lens of a quantitative 

approach, these traits of qualitative research would be viewed as limitations that speak 

directly to a lack of validity; however, because qualitative research is intended for a more 

holistic study, concepts like trustworthiness and believability depend on the ethical 

approach and meticulously structured data collection and analysis (Merriam, 2009).  

Qualitative research is valuable, because it can connect those dynamic human themes that 

quantitative research often works to isolate.  

Limitations of qualitative research.  Qualitative research investigates the 

subjective nature of human experience and observation.  It becomes difficult for the 

researcher to provide interpretations without personal values and judgments.  Also of 

concern, particularly to researchers and scholars interested in quantitative and positivistic 

approaches, is the lack of generalizability. However, there is dispute about the ability of 

case studies to provide generalizable data, which will be discussed later in this chapter.  

Because qualitative research focuses on the individual and the social construction within 

a variety of contexts, the findings tend to be specific rather than applicable to a wider 

population (Stage & Manning, 2003). 

Case Study Research Method 

 The case study research approach has a long history in psychology, medicine, law, 

and political science.  Often considered a relative of ethnography, which is used to make 

determinations about culture, a case study involves the investigation of one or more 
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bounded individual cases within a current, real-life setting or context (Creswell, 2013).  A 

case study is used when a researcher wants to understand a real-life phenomenon in 

depth.  However, a case study is done with the understanding that phenomenon cannot be 

removed from its surrounding context, as would be true for a quantitative experimental 

study in which variables could be isolated (Yin, 2009).  Case studies are particularistic 

because of their focus on the singularity of context; they are naturalistic because they 

focus on real people and situations; they are richly descriptive because of the qualitative 

data collection techniques; they are inductive because the concepts and themes emerge 

from the data; and, they are heuristic because they aim to expand the reader’s 

understanding of the topic (Willis, 2007).  

Hancock and Algozzine (2011) wrote that case studies represent a different type 

of qualitative research because they require exhaustive analyses and descriptions of a 

single unit or system that is contained by space and time.  As Merriam (1998) previously 

noted, case studies are particularistic in that they focus on a single event, situation, or 

phenomenon; they are descriptive in that they seek to provide a rich and complete report 

of the case; and they are heuristic because they seek to illuminate the reader’s 

understanding of the subject.  Creswell (2013) stated that the essential features of a case 

study are (a) thorough identification of the specific case, (b) intention to better understand 

the specific case, and (c) presentation of in-depth insight of the specific case.   

 A case study investigates single units for analysis (Saldana, 2011).  Yin (2009) 

defined a case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries 
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between the phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 18).  Merriam (1998) 

defined the case study as a holistic and intensive description and analysis of a single 

phenomenon, instance, or social unit, with an emphasis on the boundedness of the study’s 

object; in fact, if the phenomenon is not bounded, it cannot be considered a case study. 

Each “case” within this study is bounded by the specificity of inquiry: instructors who 

promote social interaction in the community college classroom. 

 I chose a case study design for this study because of the distinct and natural 

specificity that exists within the research questions: why and how community college 

instructors promote social interaction within their classrooms.  I interviewed instructors 

who have the experience and insight to contribute valuable information about the “case” 

of social interaction in the classroom.  To further narrow the boundaries of this case 

study, I decided to only focus on instructors who teach the courses most often populated 

with first-term students, who are in greater need of social interaction, as the literature 

review states.  A case study design offers singularity, situational focus, and description.  

 Purpose of case study method.  Stake (2005) wrote, “Case study is not a 

methodological choice, but a choice of what is to be studied” (p. 443).  Creswell (2013) 

argued the opposite, “I choose to view it as a methodology: a type of design in qualitative 

research that may be an object of study, as well as a product of the inquiry (p. 97).  

 The reason why I chose this method to study this particular subject matter—why 

and how faculty who promote social interaction in the community college classroom—is 

precisely in the middle of Creswell and Stake’s conflicting views: this research project is 

guided by Stake’s notion of “what is to be studied,” yet case study precedent provides a 
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well established design that includes creating parameters, using specific information 

collection techniques, discovering case themes, and reporting a case description 

(Creswell, 2013).  Whereas some types of research seek to study large numbers of a 

phenomenon, which can be generalized to an even larger group, case study finds its 

purpose and value within in-depth examination (Saldina, 2011).   

 Design of case study method.  This study uses Stake’s (2005) six features of a case 

study as a guide post for designing the process for how the research will take place: (a) 

bounding the case, (b) selecting themes, issues, or phenomena, (c) seeking patterns of 

data to develop the issues, (d) triangulating key observations and bases for interpretation, 

(e) selecting alternative interpretations to pursue, and (f) developing assertions or 

generalizations about the case.  As this chapter progresses, the reader will find that this 

study used Stake’s (2005) six features as a design template in order to create a series of 

steps for conducting case study research.   

 Limitations of case study method.  A case study design has limitations and 

challenges that one must acknowledge.  Merriam (1998) wrote that a particular design is 

appropriate for answering a study’s questions if the strengths outweigh the limitations.  

While a case study’s strengths are found in the focused and descriptive study of a 

contained subject, case studies are not easily generalizable to the larger topic or theme of 

the case study (Creswell, 2013) and tend to overly emphasize a situation (Merriam, 

1998), yet Slate (2005) and Flyvbjerg (2006) argued that case studies can provide 

generalizable data.  Also, because the researcher is the primary tool for data collection 

and analysis, case studies can be vulnerable to bias and the integrity of the researcher 
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(Merriam, 1998).  

Data Collection and Analysis 

Because case study designs use a qualitative methodology, it is important to 

uncover what type of data must be collected and what to do with that data.  Merriam 

(2009) wrote, “Data conveyed through words have been labeled qualitative…” (p. 85).  

Merriam (2009) further stated that qualitative data are often represented as direct quotes 

about a subject’s experiences and thoughts.  Once data are collected, thorough analysis 

involves interpretation, triangulation, and thematic clustering to make sense of the 

collected thoughts and experiences (Merriam, 2009).  This section discusses the steps this 

study took to collect and analyze data, including finding a sample of subjects, 

interviewing subjects, and analyzing the collected interview data.   

Sample.  The technique of using referrals to generate a sample is often called 

snowball sampling.  In this type of sampling, authorities are asked to nominate people 

they believe would be appropriate for the study based on the reputation of the prospective 

study participant (Given, 2008).  A snowball/referral sample was essential for this study 

because the details of the case study required study participants who fit specific criteria.  

To create a referral-based sample, I identified deans, department chairs, and other 

instructors (See Appendix A for sample referral request email) who worked with 

community college faculty who may fit the criteria for participating in this case study.   

In order to generate a sample for this case study, I sought to identify faculty who 

have a reputation of promoting and facilitating social interaction in the classroom.  It was 

also important that subjects instruct courses that are populated by many students who are 
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in their first-term of college, which helped “bound” the study.  With the help of the 

Institutional Research department, I isolated three courses that are most frequently taken 

by first-term students: Developmental Education (DE) Writing, Basic Math, and 

Introduction to Algebra. It is important to note that all three courses are considered “pre-

college” and are not transferable to most universities.  Due to convenient access to 

administrators and faculty, I chose to select study subjects from a single community 

college district.  Once I had received nominations for my study, I sent out recruitment 

emails to all referred instructors (see Appendix B for sample recruitment email).  

According to Seidman (2006), the use of formal gatekeepers, such as department 

chairs and administrators, can cause ethical concerns, especially if the formal gatekeeper 

has power over the participants, but there seemed to be no such conflict with this 

situation because I was asking for administrative references of exemplary faculty, and the 

faculty had the ability to anonymously (without supervisor’s knowledge) decline 

participation. 

Subjects. The snowball sampling technique yielded 19 instructors nominated by 

deans, department chairs, and faculty members.  Once instructors were confidentially 

referred, I sent each referred instructor an invitation to participate in the study (See 

Appendix B).  Of the 19 instructors who were referred, four instructors did not respond to 

the invitation, and two instructors declined to participate, leaving the study with 13 study 

participants, which is one greater than the initial goal sample size.  Of the 13 instructors 

who were referred and agreed to participate, six were first-term math instructors and 

seven were first-term writing instructors.  
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 Interviews.  Although there are many ways to collect case-study data, interviewing 

is a natural choice for this study because of its ability to capture the subject’s processing 

of thoughts and experiences.  Seidman (2006) stated that the purpose of interviewing is 

not to evaluate a set of prescribed questions or test a hypothesis, but rather to follow an 

interest in the lived experiences of people and the meaning they generate from that 

experience.  Yin (2009) cautioned that interviews should be guided conversations rather 

than structured queries, which emphasizes the important of fluidity over rigidity when 

collecting interview data.  

 There are two types of case study interviews, according to Yin (2009): in-depth 

interviews and focused interviews.  The in-depth interview is often a very extended 

interview that may take days or weeks to conduct.  Focused interviews take a shorter 

period of time, an hour for example, and follow a set of specific non-leading questions 

that are worded carefully so that the interviewer seems genuinely naïve about the subject; 

questions should allow the interviewee to provide fresh commentary to the subject.   

 The primary source of data collection for this proposed study was focused 

interviews.  Each interview was conducted at the requested location of each study 

participant.  It was important that each participant felt the conditions were safe in order to 

ensure the richest data possible.  Many of the interviews took place on campus in private 

offices designated for faculty use.  Each participant had a different level of concern for 

privacy, as some preferred to have the door closed, while others preferred to open the 

door to the hallway outside.  Two instructors requested that we meet at local cafés and 

showed little concern for the lack of privacy.  All of the participants were notified that the 
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interviews would be recorded and transcribed by a professional service.  While 

conducting the interviews I took notes by hand to capture thoughts in real time. It was 

difficult to determine the yield of a focused interview, yet I consciously remained 

sensitive of the time allocated to each focused interview.  I constructed the interview 

questions (See Appendix C) so that each interview would take no longer than one hour.  

Because the questions were direct, I believed they would yield relevant information for 

data analysis.  These steps were designed to ensure a thoughtful processing of each 

interview.   

 In order to fully prepare the interview data for analysis the content from the focused 

interview recordings was sent to a transcription service that, in turn, sent back written 

documents of the every interview.  In accordance with the Institutional Review Board at 

Oregon State University, the selected transcription service guaranteed confidentiality.  

The transcribed interviews provided a yield of nearly 200 pages of single-spaced text that 

needed to be coded, organized, and themed.  

 Data analysis. Yin (2009) wrote, “the analysis of case study evidence is one of the 

least developed and most difficult aspects of doing case studies” (p. 127).  Merriam 

(1998) suggested that data analysis is the process of making sense out of the data 

collected.  A challenging aspect of qualitative research is that the themes and content are 

often emergent rather than concrete variables preselected and isolated.  A researcher does 

not often know which direction the interview will lead.  Although Merriam (1998) 

believed that qualitative data collection and data analysis are often simultaneous and tend 

to mutually guide the inquiry, a researcher should specifically approach data analysis as 
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an important phase of the research process.   

 Data coding.  In order to code the transcribed interview data, I used a system of 

coding that follows the suggestions of key authors.  It is essential for a researcher 

working with case studies to create and use a system for managing data (Merriam, 1998).  

Coding becomes an important tool for data management within case study research and is 

often the first step toward organizing categories for one’s data.  Merriam (1998) wrote, 

“Coding is nothing more than assigning some sort of shorthand designation to various 

aspects of your data so that you can easily retrieve specific pieces of the data” (p. 164).  

This study utilized data coding as a system for managing the data contained within 

interview transcripts.  

 Coffey and Atkinson (1996) stated that the analysis of qualitative data should begin 

with the identification of key themes and patterns.  Coding at its most general level serves 

to organize the categories emergent within the data.  While coding can be seen as 

reductive, and it is in many ways, it can also shed light on the data by way of isolating 

themes, patterns, and categories.  

 Coding can serve to facilitate an interpretation of the data.  Once the coding is 

complete, the data must be interrogated and explored to generate meaning (Coffey & 

Atkinson, 1996).  The process of generating meaning includes recontextualizing the data, 

which often means creating a visual map of how the codes interact with each other.  

Then, the researcher should scrutinize the initial codes and why they were created.  It is 

best at this point to view the codes as pathways through the data on the way to making 

meaning of the interviews (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996).   
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 Using the transcribed interviews and my hand-written notes from each interview, I 

coded the data by identifying key words and phrases and writing in the margins on the 

right side of the transcribed page.  On the left-side margin, I wrote interpretive comments 

for further mapping, as recommended by Coffey and Atkinson (1996).  

 Cross-case synthesis and category creation.  Yin (2009) wrote that there are many 

analytic techniques case study from which researchers should choose.  This study used 

cross-case synthesis due to the collection of data from many interviewees.  This 

technique seeks to identify patterns, themes, and categories that emerge from each 

interview and then synthesize the content of those interviews thematically or 

categorically. 

 Once I had placed all of the key terms and phrases for each interview on the map, I 

began to connect the concepts under emerging themes.  Then, with established themes for 

each interview question, I used the theme “maps” to begin answering the research 

questions, as suggested by Merriam (1998) and Yin (2009) to find thematic saturation.  I 

mapped all of the coded data from each question and found dominant themes emerged, 

which is a goal of case study data analysis, according to Merriam (1998).  Yin (2009) 

recommended putting data into different arrays, such as category matrixes and creating 

data displays and flowcharts.   

 Merriam (1998) stated that categories and subcategories are devised through 

constant analysis and comparative methods.  Categories should be able to contain all of 

the data deemed important.  Categories should be named in such a way that represents the 

data within the category.  Categories should all share the same level of abstraction, in 
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what Merriam (1998) called conceptual congruence.   

 While creating categories that embodied the thoughts and experiences of the study 

participants, I used Merriam’s (1998) suggestions to find a consistent balance among the 

thematic categories that ultimately answered the study’s research questions.  Merriam 

(1998) noted that creating categories is intuitive, yet should be systematic and informed 

by the study’s intention and purpose.  I used the thematic data from each question to 

begin compiling answers, both individual-case and cross-case, to the research questions.  

The coding and mapping process helped me find saturation and patterns among the 

interview data.  However, saturation was not a requirement for data inclusion, but the 

overwhelmingly data used to answer the two research questions came from saturated 

themes.  This exhaustive process of generating theme-based categories through coding 

and mapping of individual interviews, along with a cross-case compiling of summarized 

themes, helped ensure soundness of the findings.  In the discussion section of this 

dissertation, I further triangulated the findings by connecting this research to existing 

literature that either supported the findings or spoke to their relevance.  

 Researcher bias.  Researchers should deal with personal bias directly (Willis, 

2007).  Because my research orientation rejected the notion of universal truths, I believe 

that I cannot separate myself completely from the subject being studied.  I can, however, 

assert a sense of integrity that states I will not promote a personal agenda, and that I will 

be open to data as they emerge.  I do believe that social interaction is vital to student 

success.  I have ideas about how faculty can promote a social interactive environment, 

but I sought to not influence the interviews, which would harm the value of the 
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participant’s experience and insight.  Although I do not believe in true objectivity, I do 

believe that a researcher can make a deliberate and intentional effort to remain impartial 

throughout the study. 

Soundness 

A qualitative case study never attempts to “prove,” yet through the use of 

techniques to ensure soundness, a study can “suggest.”  Qualitative analysis is not meant 

to be a purely objective approach, which removes the possibility of statistical validity or 

reliability.  However, terms such as trustworthiness, authenticity, and credibility factor 

into the thinking of such a study.  Techniques for generating soundness include citing 

related literature and using established methods of data analysis such as coding; however, 

credibility often boils down to researcher honesty and integrity (Saldana, 2011).  

Polkinghorne (1988) suggested that ideas of soundness can be found in supportable 

observations.  He also wrote that rules of logic contribute to “sound” findings.   

This study set out to ensure soundness by including certain procedures into the 

research design.  First, the study’s sample was based on snowball referrals, which asked 

institutional authorities to nominate participants who brought with them the high regard 

of those making the referrals.  Second, this study did not seek to find generalizable 

results, yet the sample size needed to be robust enough to accumulate a variety of 

perspectives and to generate rich data.  Merriam (1998) indicated that redundancy, or 

saturation, is the goal, meaning that no new information is being found.  In the data from 

the 13 interviews, many themes experienced saturation, which was the result of frequent 

repetition in the data collected from interviews indicating that the study participants had 
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similar thoughts about topics generated by the interview questions.  This result pointed to 

a high level of soundness in the findings.  Third, I asked each participant to review their 

transcripts and my summary of his or her themes—10 of the 13 participants verified that 

my themes extracted from their individual interviews were accurate, while the remaining 

three did not respond to my request of verification (likely due to summer break).  It is 

important to note that none of the participants disagreed with my summaries.  That a 

majority responded with verification, and that none disagreed indicated a strong 

likelihood that my coding and mapping captured the individual and cross-case thematic 

findings accurately. This second round of subject participation further triangulated the 

thematic findings to verify soundness. Fourth, I ensured confidentiality and protection of 

all participants and referrers, which was designed to allow honesty and openness.  

Participants picked the location of each interview and I consciously accommodated the 

participant’s privacy needs during each interview, which increased the safety level so that 

each participant could be expressive and honest in a comfortable setting.  Lastly, 

although this study’s questions invite various and expansive answers, it was important to 

triangulate topics and themes.  To triangulate, I coded each interview for themes, topics, 

practices, and experiences, and then connect commonalities with existing research.  

Protection of Subjects 

 Clandinin and Connelly (2000) noted that qualitative researchers have serious 

ethical obligations.  These ethical matters continue throughout the research process and 

should not only be thought of as a formality when seeking Institutional Review Board 

approval.  The three principles of the Belmont Report—respect for persons, beneficence, 
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and justice—are considered the primary rules of subject protection within this study.  The 

subjects were all adults who were only considered for participation if entering into the 

study voluntarily and autonomously.  This study firmly honored a “do no harm” approach 

to interacting with subjects.  There was no unjust overuse of an oppressed, marginalized, 

or disenfranchised population. 

 I was the only researcher involved with the subjects.  The information they 

provided was used exclusively for the purpose of the study.  A transcriber heard the 

interviews, but names were kept anonymous.  This study followed a code of ethics that 

utilized four guidelines (Christians, 2005): (a) provide informed consent that offers 

voluntary participation and full information about the study and its intentions; (b) avoid 

deception and never assume there is information that must be kept from participants; (c) 

honor privacy and confidentiality by never revealing the identities of the participants and 

by using pseudonyms for study identifications; (d) and ensure accuracy by never 

fabricating or embellishing findings within the study. 

Design of Study Summary 

This study used a qualitative case study approach to learn more about the value of 

social integration in the community college classroom, according to faculty.  Also, this 

study aimed to learn about how faculty members promote social interaction within the 

community college classroom.  I chose to use a qualitative methodology, because it 

allowed for rich and descriptive data, and it encouraged the subjects to explore concepts 

and topics in a contextual way that promotes meaning making.  The reason why this 

research followed a case study design was because of its bounded and specific nature: 
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faculty members who teach first-term classes and are reported to promote social 

integration in their classes.  The data were collected through the use of interviews, which 

were coded and organized in a cross-synthesis technique to build a meaningful 

description of the results.  This study operated under the guiding principle of “doing no 

harm.”  
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Chapter Four: Findings 

The purpose of this chapter is to report the case study and cross-case findings of 

the research study, which explores the value and practice of instructors known to promote 

social interaction within their first-term courses.  This chapter’s primary focus is on 

presenting the findings for the two research questions of this study: (a) According to 

participating community college faculty, what is the value in promoting social integration 

in the first-term classroom? (b) What are practices used by community college faculty to 

promote social integration in the first-term classroom?  These questions arose from a 

quest to investigate the ways in which faculty can better incorporate social interaction 

into their classes.  The literature supports a theoretical supposition that social interaction 

is beneficial for the commuter student—in this case, the community college student.  The 

two questions, which explore the value of social interaction in the classroom and the 

practices that promote social interaction in the classroom, derived from a more simplified 

why do faculty promote social interaction, and how do faculty promote social interaction 

in their classes.  

This chapter is organized into three main sections: participant profiles, findings 

from research question one, and findings from research question two.  In this chapter I 

first present a profile of each study participant. Each of the 13 instructor profiles 

addresses the instructor’s professional experience, why the instructor teaches a common 

first-term course, and the instructor’s perceived role in promoting social interaction in the 

classroom.  The profile section is concluded with a cross-case synthesis that shows main 

themes found in the answers to profile questions.  Next, I report the findings for the first 
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research question.  The findings for the first research question are laid out in two formats: 

summaries of individual interviews followed by cross-case syntheses that lay out the 

themes emergent in the entire body of interview data.  Finally, the second research 

question follows the identical process as the first: findings are presented first as 

summaries of individual interviews, then as themes that are the result of a cross-case 

synthesis. 

Participant Profiles 

 During the data-gathering interviews, participating instructors answered questions 

about their professional biography, why they teach first-term courses, and their role in 

promoting social interaction. This section is intended to introduce the profile of the 13 

study participants.  Each profile features short professional biographies of the 

participating instructors. Also included are reasons why they instruct first-term courses 

and what their perceived role is in promoting social interaction.  

 Math-instructor Laura.  A full-time math instructor of five years, Laura teaches 

both online and face-to-face classes.  Prior to community college instruction, she taught 

at a charter school for one year.  

First-term instructor.  Laura enjoys teaching first-term courses because she finds 

it rewarding to work with returning students whose earlier education experiences were 

unsuccessful.  She enjoys watching her students begin to feel more capable.  She 

appreciates her ability to impact students early in their college path.  She cites her 

influence on study habits and having students directly apply the content of her math 

classes to the “real world.”  
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 Role in promoting social interaction.  Laura explains that her role is to make 

students want to be in class and to ensure that students feel connected to one another.  

Ultimately, her goal is to create a classroom that is an inviting place where students feel 

comfortable asking questions, working with other people, and seeking resources.  

 Writing-instructor Jill.  Jill is a full-time developmental education (DE) 

instructor, who teaches reading and writing courses.  She holds a master’s degree in 

conflict resolution, and a master of fine arts (MFA) degree in creative writing, and was 

introduced to teaching through an instructional mentorship program that focuses on first-

year students.  She cites the value of teacher training and mentorship as core to her 

instructional philosophy, which led her to understanding the importance of social 

interaction and relationship in the classroom. 

First-term instructor.  Teaching first-term students is a labor of love for Jill.  She 

struggled with her own negative experiences in school but views her job as a chance to 

provide fun and positive experiences for students.  She feels that many of her students 

have been abused by educational systems but also believes in the importance of 

education.  She feels that she can help students navigate and personalize institutionalized 

education systems.  She cherishes watching students enjoy school for the first time.  

Ultimately, she believes that bad experiences can be negated by good ones. 

Role in promoting social interaction.  Jill emphatically acknowledges the 

institutional power that is inherent in her position and uses her role to shape a positive 

and safe environment for social interaction.  She believes in teaching her students how to 

build relationships in safe ways.  She also views her role as helping students gain comfort 
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throughout the course: her students reported moving from negative emotions like 

“anxious” and “hateful” to positive emotions such as feeling accomplished and relieved 

by the end of the term. 

Writing-instructor Dan.  Dan has taught DE writing and reading at the same 

community college for 15 years, also serving as department chair for three years.  Prior to 

community college instruction, Dan worked for three years as a substitute teacher at both 

middle and high schools.  He has a master’s degree in secondary social studies education, 

yet never taught in a secondary setting.  Dan was in the Army for four years prior to 

working in education. 

First-term instructor.  Dan prefers to teach first-term courses because he likes 

working with students at an introductory level.  He states that his students have 

previously had the exact material he teaches in his class, and he enjoys helping students 

understand the material from a new perspective. 

Role in promoting social interaction.  Dan states that he is sensitive to how 

students interact socially within the classroom.  As a result of his sensitivity, he wants to 

be able to control, shape, and moderate the interactions that occur.  He wants part of their 

educational experience in his class to be the ability to understand the differences between 

appropriate and inappropriate social interaction.  He wants social interaction in the 

classroom to display “adult behaviors,” while promoting awareness of the needs of others 

in the class.  He views his role to include discipline and managerial authority if necessary 

to protect the class. 
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Math-instructor Rebecca.  Rebecca has been teaching math as a part-time 

instructor at the same community college for approximately 16 years.  After working in 

private industry for “a little bit,” she fell in love with teaching while working as a 

teaching assistant in graduate school.  Because her graduate degree is not in Math. 

Rebecca is not eligible to become a full-time instructor.  

First-term instructor. Rebecca enjoys working with new students because of the 

satisfaction she get watching students transform.  She enjoys alleviating her students’ 

anxieties as they build confidence. 

Role in promoting social interaction.  Rebecca views her role in relation to the 

high amount of contact instructors have with students—much more than any other 

professional on campus.  She sees herself as a facilitator of social contact while building 

socially inclusive environments within the classroom. 

Writing-instructor Lisa.  Lisa has a background in organizational development 

that emphasized school improvement.  She has instructed “for a long time” and has a 

master’s degree in public administration and a doctorate in educational leadership.  She 

views herself as a controversial teacher who will not hesitate to incorporate contemporary 

issues that may be polarizing.  

First-term instructor.  Lisa has a passion for writing; she loves to write and she 

loves to teach writing.  She appreciates first-term courses because they are opportunities 

for students to significantly grow as writers.  

Role in promoting social interaction.  Lisa is concerned with the emotional 

aspect of what a student experiences in her class.  She views a large part of her role as 
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creating a comfortable and respectful learning environment.  She says that the 

interpersonal connection is the ultimate outcome of her classes.  She views herself as a 

leader. 

Math-instructor Tim.  Tim has been teaching full time for four years.  Prior to 

his full-time appointment, he has worked in education at many levels, from Montessori 

elementary to middle school and high school, even teaching community college classes 

as a part-time instructor during those years.  He has two master’s degrees: one in 

education and one in teaching mathematics. 

First-term instructor.  Tim feels a responsibility as a professional educator to 

teach all levels of math that his college offers.  It allows him to see the curricular 

connections and the differences among the students.  He says that students at the higher 

levels are not intimidated and are more confident, creative, and investigative.  He also 

likes teaching the remedial levels of math because he feels he is good at it. 

Role in promoting social interaction.  Because he recognizes that pass rates 

increase when students are connected to classmates, Tim is committed to using social 

interaction in his class.  He is motivated to increase students’ chances of staying in 

college. 

Writing-instructor Anna.  Anna began teaching elementary school over 40 years 

ago. After a middle-school teaching assignment, she began higher-education instruction 

in 1980.  She has taught in several community colleges since but settled into her current 

college over 20 years ago.  She teaches both developmental-level and college-level 

courses. 
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First-term instructor.  Anna teaches first-term courses because she feels strongly 

about the importance of language and the written word.  She believes that students can 

learn to use language to meet their goals.  She states that she has a skill of reaching newer 

students and enjoys that she has more at-risk students in her classes. 

Role in promoting social interaction.  Anna feels that her role is to establish an 

environment that embodies trust and respect.  She speaks to the importance of students 

being able to rely on the consistency of the atmosphere.  She also views her role as being 

an instructor who will push students to take risks while in the safety of the class.  

Math-instructor Paula.  Paula has a master’s degree in math education and has 

instructed community college classes for nearly 10 years.  The first-term math classes 

that she teaches are one-day-a-week courses that meet for five hours at a time. 

First-term instructor.  Math-instructor Paula teaches first-term courses due to 

convenience and scheduling. 

Role in promoting social interaction.  Paula feels that her role is to create a 

positive atmosphere in which students are comfortable making mistakes among each 

other.  Because each of her classes meets for five hours at a time, she feels that her role is 

to foster a sense of camaraderie so that students feel they are “in it together.”  Also, social 

interaction is a by-product of curriculum-driven activities.    

Writing-instructor Michael.  Michael has been a full-time instructor for five 

years, after nearly two years of part-time instruction.  He holds an MFA in creative 

writing.  Prior to working as an instructor, he found employment in educational 

publishing and non-profit fundraising development. 
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First-term instructor.  Michael states that his initial interest in first-term courses 

was the result of limited course options.  He chose to continue working with first-term 

students because he does not view himself as an academic.  He feels he is an “outsider” 

who brings a unique perspective.  He holds a strong belief in developmental education 

and the mission of the community college. 

Role in promoting social interaction.  Michael describes his role as challenging 

the worldview of his students, getting them to look at themselves as a part of society.  He 

states that his classes are primarily about community citizenship.  He also feels his role is 

to change the dynamic and physical structure of the classroom, moving the professor 

away from the focal point in favor of a more interactive and student-centered classroom. 

Writing-instructor Nancy.  Nancy initially began teaching as an English 

Speaker of Other Languages (ESOL) instructor, before transitioning into DE instruction.  

She has taught at the community-college level for approximately 13 years, the past eight 

years in a full-time capacity.  She has served as department chair and in leadership 

positions on various committees. 

First-term instructor.  As a full-time instructor, Nancy states that she is able to 

choose the courses that she teaches.  She feels that the first-term courses cover the 

greatest scope of material.  She also states that she enjoys teaching courses in sequence so 

as to continue working with students over the course of many terms.  She says that her 

department designs (clearly influenced by her leadership) courses to be linked and 

sequenced to build community and cohorts. 
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Role in promoting social interaction.  Nancy feels strongly that it is a faculty 

responsibility to promote social interaction within the classroom.  Her philosophy is that 

students learn from each other.  She says that a dimension of her role is to encourage 

students to be open to each other’s experiences through discourse.  She manages 

interaction by intentionally grouping people together in order to promote a balance of 

comfort and personality.  

Math-instructor Erica.  Erica holds a master’s degree in Teaching Mathematics 

and a master’s degree in Education Curriculum and Instruction.  She has instructed 

community college math for five years as a part-time instructor and the past year as a 

full-time instructor.  Previous to post-secondary instruction, she taught high-school math 

for three years. 

First-term instructor.  Erica states that she initially taught first-term courses 

because she was not educationally qualified to instruct any other level than pre-college.  

She says that she eventually learned to prefer teaching first-term classes because she 

viewed it as an opportunity to impact students returning to college and those attempting 

college for the first time. 

Role in promoting social interaction.  Erica views her role in promoting social 

interaction is to help instill confidence and encourage students to rely on each other 

within the classroom environment.  

Writing-instructor Jane.  Jane describes her first experiences with teaching as 

finding her calling.  After teaching overseas, she instructed ESOL courses stateside.  She 

now teaches DE writing courses and has done so in a full-time capacity for four years.  
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First-term instructor.  Jane speaks of a natural affinity she has with at-risk 

students, which is a significant factor in why she teaches first-term courses.  She 

mentions teaching students about academic expectations and how to academically 

perform as an important part of being a first-term instructor.  She also feels that writing is 

a transformative tool and that she can frame the writing experience differently and 

successfully for students.  

Role in promoting social interaction.  Jane claims that she is sympathetic to 

radical educational models and believes in turning the classroom “upside down.”  She 

believes in promoting interaction to empower students to take ownership over the 

development and atmosphere of the class.  She describes her role as creating an 

environment that models how to be heard and that stories have value. 

Math-instructor Kristen.  Kristen has been teaching at several community 

colleges during the past four years as a part-time instructor.  Before post-secondary 

instruction, she taught middle-school math. 

First-term instructor.  Kristen teaches first-term courses primarily because she 

does not yet have the graduate course requirements to instruct college-level courses.  She 

describes first-term math as courses she “loves” to teach.  In particular, she enjoys 

changing students’ perceptions of math. 

Role in promoting social interaction.  Kristen notes that people at the community 

college do not get to know each other, and she feels that an aspect of her role is to 

facilitate connection.  As a result, she explores instructional styles that effectively deliver 

content while also promoting group work. 
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Summary.  This section discussed profile information covering core aspects of 

subject participation in this study.  Along with key biographical information, the profiles  

identified elements important to this study, which included why participants instruct first-

term courses and what their perceived role is in promoting social interaction, about each 

participating instructor.   

 Cross-case synthesis of participant profiles. In order to explore why this group 

of 13 instructors choose to teach first-term classes, along with their roles in promoting 

social interaction, this cross-case synthesis will briefly discuss the emergent themes from 

these two elements of the instructor profiles.  

First-term instructor.  When asked why they teach first-term classes, the 13 

community college instructors who participated in this study focused primarily on themes 

relating to (a) having an early impact on students, (b) social justice, (c) development of 

the student, (d) importance of the academic subject, and (e) professional gratification for 

the instructor.  Instructors viewed this entry point into college as vital for building 

engagement, commitment, and scaffolding for learning. 

Having an early impact on students.  Participants spoke of helping students at the 

beginning point of their college path.  Ways in which the instructors said they have an 

early impact included: 

• helping students navigate the college system 

• encouraging students  

• reducing student anxiety about beginning college 

• promoting good student habits 
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• teaching students about college expectations 

• promoting commitment to community  

• creating formal and informal cohorts 

• supporting students as they build confidence 

Math-instructor Laura discussed her early impact on students, 

So it can be really fun to see them at the start.  And when you see them at the 
start you can help them get good habits, as far as studying goes.  Because they’re 
the most impressionable that first term.  So if you set them out with guidelines, 
here’s how we should study, here’s how we should do this, here’s how the 
homework should look, you can really help them establish success skills that help 
them. 
 
Writing-instructor Jill talked about her belief in having an early impact, 
 
I have enough training to know how to, in general, give people a really positive 
experience when they come in.  So they can see like, oh my God, it doesn’t have 
to be horrible.  I don’t have to feel stupid.  This can be fun.  I can be focused.  I 
can meet people and network and be engaged and laugh my ass off in class while 
I’m learning how to pick a main idea out of paragraph. 
 

 Writing-instructor Anna noted her proclivity to seek out the newer student who 

may have a greater need than others, 

I have this ability somehow to reach these folks who are new to it, or newer to it, 
and who really didn’t have any idea what the school behaviors here were about, 
or what the resources were.  And I liked that.  So I guess I came by accident.  Or, 
not accident, but by intention in the sense that I didn’t want to teach the people 
who were going to be okay.  I wanted to teach the people who looked like they 
were...needed more of a connection, or more of a thread from their lives into this 
life.  So it seemed to work, so I kept doing it. 
 

Social justice.  A common topic that participants reflected upon was the role of 

community colleges as an agent of social justice.  Instructors tended toward viewing 

incoming first-term students as seekers of educational opportunity.  Instructors held the 

strong belief that by and large their students represented marginalized communities, 
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whom instructors served as a core part of their professional mission.  Instructors reported 

teaching first-term classes because their students have been previously abused by 

educational systems.  Many of the study participants felt that developmental education at 

community colleges is a way to amend the educational wrongs committed against their 

students in the past.  

Writing-instructor Michael commented on finding himself teaching courses for 

students who have been excluded from educational opportunities, 

Like that experience of having students that have been left out of the educational 
system, that it hasn’t reached them.  Either they’ve been marginalized in remedial 
classes, or they’ve just been the kids at the back of the class that get, you know, 
just sort of looked over.  They want to be engaged. 
 
Writing-instructor Jane discussed providing educational opportunity by reframing 

the student’s experience, 

The other thing about it that’s interesting is so many of these students are coming 
from really negative previous educational experiences.  And so you have a chance 
to...I mean, in one class you’re not going to singularly rewrite their whole 
educational outlook.  But you do have an opportunity to give them a different 
kind of experience.  And that’s exciting to me too.   
 
Development of the student.  Participants often spoke of the soft skills (often 

referred to as “non-cognitive” skills) that students develop early in a successful academic 

journey.  Participating instructors taught first-term courses because they feel they can 

impact the personal growth of the student in the following ways: 

• community membership  

• self-efficacy and confidence 

• communication skills 

• critical thinking 
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• problem solving 

 Math-instructor Rebecca mentioned the transformation that occurs during the first 

term, specifically the development of confidence, 

But I also love having brand new students, and I love being one of the first 
instructors that they have and being able to see the transformation of them over 
time.  Like when they come in with a lot of anxiety, then they just start to relax 
and build their confidence.  So I really love seeing that transformation. 
 
Importance of academic subject.  The instructors of this study all viewed the 

course content as their primary reason for teaching the first-term class.  They focused on 

the academic development of their students as an extremely important reason why they 

teach first-term classes.  Specifically, instructors mentioned fundamental skill building, 

scaffolding, communication, and problem solving as areas of intense interest.  

Math-instructor Laura spoke to the importance of the subject, 

And, the content in those classes tends to be at a level that you can really apply to 
the real world.  It doesn’t get quite as abstract as later on.  So oftentimes the math 
that you’re teaching them is math that they do already use or could already use in 
their real life.  Of course, that’s fun too, just because it’s relevant. 
 
Writing-instructor Dan addressed his dedication to the subject content, as 

delivered to first-term students, 

They’ve had this curriculum before, some time before.  And they either did not 
absorb it as an adolescent or teenager, or they got it and they lost it.  But 
somehow this is a reintroduction, an introduction or reintroduction of writing, 
basic writing.  I teach from the paradigm that I want them to understand the 
course is about learning to write basic college essays two to three pages and 
everything that that entails.  You know, it entails all these additional skills. 
 
Professional gratification for the instructor.  Many of the participating instructors 

apologetically mentioned personal reasons for teaching the class, which ranged from not 

being qualified to teach a higher levels of the subject to simply finding it fun and 
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enjoyable to teach at the entry level.  Many of the instructors stated their love of teaching 

at the entry level and that they have fun while finding the work rewarding. 

Math-instructor Laura discussed her interest in teaching first-term courses,  

I think it’s really rewarding to teach those classes, because a lot of those students 
just weren’t successful the first time through their education for very strange 
reasons.  And when they come back, to see them be successful is really exciting. 

 
Role in promoting social interaction.  Instructors participating in this study 

viewed their roles in promoting social interaction in vastly diverse and expansive ways.  

The dominant themes that emerged from this topic included (a) encouraging connection, 

(b) creating classroom atmosphere, and (c) managing classroom environment. 

Encouraging connection.  All instructors believed that their roles include bringing 

students together.  They reported helping build relationships and groups so that students 

would not feel isolated.  

Math-instructor Rebecca discussed her thoughts about the role of connecting 

students, 

I do think I have a role in this, and I think it is a role to facilitate students 
connecting with each other…As an instructor, I think we have the biggest point of 
contact with students, and so I think that’s a really good reason for instructors to 
facilitate connections and try to build an inclusive environment and a socially 
connected environment for students. 

 
 Math-instructor Tim said that connecting students in math is important to his role 

as a facilitator, 

I do my best to sort of facilitate as many different methods of interacting, 
different scales of interacting.  You know, some people like to speak in class, so I 
make sure that it’s a safe place to give wrong answers.  It’s a safe place to speak 
and ask questions and stop or slow me down, or ask each other questions, or 
challenge each other and that sort of thing.  So that’s great, some students can talk 
in a public setting like that.  Some need to watch and participate…So I mean, I’m 
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assuming, I don’t know that it works great, but I assume that they make emotional 
connections as well as contact information.  You know, they have someone they 
can get notes from, or someone they can call if they can’t make it to class, or start 
a study group. 

 
Creating classroom atmosphere.  Participating instructors identified creating 

atmosphere as central to their role in promoting social interaction within the first-term 

classroom.  The specific characteristics of the atmosphere instructors aspired to create 

included: 

• safe 

• positive 

• comfortable 

• inviting 

• respectful 

• allowing for risk 

• inspiring trust 

• student-centered 

 Writing-instructor Anna emphasized the importance of classroom environment 

and her role in establishing a particular place for students, 

My role is to establish an atmosphere of trust and respect, both for the students 
themselves for their interactions with each other, and with me.  I try to make sure 
they can count on that atmosphere in the classroom.  And so if they feel like 
they’re taking a risk that it’s a safe place to do so.  And I feel like that’s one of 
the things that works, because they learn pretty quickly to believe that this is a 
place that they can ask questions, that they can be wrong, that they can be 
different from the people sitting next to them, or similar to the people sitting next 
to them.  Certainly different from me.  And that that becomes okay.  And once 
that becomes okay, that difference, then it lets them I think work harder or take 
more risks for their learning.  So I guess my role is to, first, to ensure that they 
are safe and trust the place, and the atmosphere, each other and me. 
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 Writing-instructor Jill commented about her role, 

My role is to just set up activities where people feel safe, and they can focus and 
stuff.  My role is to help students negotiate the weird, awkward social interactions 
that happen in the first weeks of class where people don’t know each other.   
 
Managing classroom environment.  Many instructors stated that their job was to 

manage the environment so that students felt safe to interact with one another without the 

fear of being bullied, shamed, or dominated.  They also felt that their role included 

drawing out shy students and promoting adult behaviors such as listening and respectful 

discourse.  

Writing-instructor Lisa discussed the role of setting up the classroom environment 

in such a way that it impacts the management of the classroom, 

I do as much grouping as I can, because I want them to really get to know each 
other.  So those first two, three days are really intensively about group activities 
and really focuses at we’re going to learn about each other, we’re going to respect 
each other.  And I completely believe that the discipline issues go down because 
that is true.  You know, when people feel comfortable in a classroom. 
 
Writing-instructor Dan outlined his approach to classroom management within 

the context of creating a safe environment for students when socially interacting, 

But this idea about social interaction, I want there to be some type of, I want to 
have some type of control on the social interactions in the classroom with the 
introductory students.   I want to have control.  I want to be able to set…I am 
willing to interact with them, tell them what I think is appropriate and 
inappropriate for social interactions.   
 
Summary.  This section introduced each of the participating instructors, all of 

whom had been referred to the study due to their reputations as faculty who promote 

social interaction within the first-term classroom.  Each profile presented a brief 

overview of the instructors’ professional histories; their reasons for instructing regular 
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first-term courses; and, lastly, their thoughts about their role in promoting social 

interaction.  Also presented were cross-case findings about the themes that emerged from 

participant profiles.  Of these themes, instructors reported reasons why they teach first-

term courses at a community college and their role as an instructor promoting social 

interaction within the classroom.  Participating instructors stated that they teach first-term 

courses because they (a) like having an early impact on students, (b) believe in social 

justice, (c) encourage development of the student, (d) find importance in the academic 

subject, and (e) feel job gratification in the experience.  Participating instructors found 

that their role in promoting social interaction within the classroom includes: (a) 

encouraging connection, (b) creating classroom atmosphere, and (c) managing classroom 

environment. 

Research Question One: Findings   

This section will present findings as they address the first primary research 

question of this study.  The question will first be applied to the individual case studies, 

after which a cross-case analysis will synthesize the themes triangulated among the 

participants.  The individual findings summaries have been presented to the 

corresponding participant.  

Research question one: Individual findings.  The first research question seeks 

to better understand the reasons why social interaction in the classroom is important to 

students and instructors: According to participating community-college faculty, what is 

the value in promoting social integration in the classroom? 



      
 

75	  

Math-instructor Laura.  Laura found that the value of social interactions within 

the classroom is in the success of the students.  She stated that students who socially 

interact with each other in class are more successful for a number of reasons: (a) 

improved attendance, (b) welcoming learning environment, (c) peer collaborative 

learning, and (d) decreased feelings of isolation. 

Writing-instructor Jill.  Jill found that the value in promoting social interaction in 

the community college classroom lies in several dimensions of the students’ experiences: 

(a) discovering personal authenticity, (b) risk taking and struggle, (c) safety and comfort, 

(d) awareness the values and perspectives of others, and (e) networking. 

Writing-instructor Dan.  Dan emphasized the use of social interactions in the 

community college classroom because he finds that it brings value to students in his class 

in a variety of ways: (a) leads to learning, (b) provides emotional growth, (c) positively 

shifts classroom environment, (d) generates peer support, and (e) promotes resilience. 

Math-instructor Rebecca.  Rebecca utilized social interaction within her 

classroom because she believes in the value of several key aspects of the socially 

interactive experience: (a) students build support systems; (b) students perform better 

academically; and (c) there is less dissension in the classroom. 

 Writing-instructor Lisa.  Lisa reported that the value of social interaction in the 

classroom was central to her teaching style in numerous ways: (a) reduces fear, (b) 

provides holistic development, (c) improves team skills, (d) enhances personal 

experience, and (e) supports classroom management. 
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 Math-instructor Tim.  Tim indicated that promoting social interaction in his 

classroom provides value in various forms: (a) increases student success, (b) promotes 

engagement, (c) leads to academic improvement, and (d) sends message of equality. 

 Writing-instructor Anna.  Anna stated that social interaction in the classroom 

“changes lives.”  She reported that the value for students is found in (a) increased self-

esteem, (b) ability to contribute, (c) learned citizenship discourse and impact on others, 

(d) collective success, and (e) increased engagement. 

 Math-instructor Paula.  Paula noted that there are numerous benefits when 

students feel they are collectively invested in a college course.  According to Paula, the 

values of promoting social interactions in the classroom were that students (a) create 

supportive friendships, (b) become comfortable working with and relying on other 

people, (c) learn in an active environment, (d) become resources for each other, and (e) 

have fun. 

 Writing-instructor Michael.  Michael felt there is immense value in the social 

interactions that occur in his classes.  He found that students (a) begin to view their own 

identities and society differently, (b) find safety in groups, (c) buy into engagement, (d) 

become better students by learning to connect, and (e) express themselves differently. 

 Writing-instructor Nancy.  Nancy stated that the value of social interaction 

within the classroom is in the experiences of students, who (a) learn from each other, (b) 

share perspectives, (c) establish personal voice, (d) develop interpersonal communication 

skills, and (e) form cohorts that help them succeed. 
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 Math-instructor Erica.  Erica stated that doing mathematics alone is limiting and 

believed that the best academic experiences happen in partnership.  She said that there is 

value when students socially interact within the classroom for these reasons: (a) students 

have fun while learning; (b) it enhances the college experience; (c) students learn to rely 

on each other and get answers faster; (d) it builds confidence; and (e) students make 

sense of math better when they learn it in “non-math” language with each other. 

 Writing-instructor Jane.  Jane found a wealth of benefits to having a socially 

interactive classroom, including the compatibility it has with her personality and teaching 

style because she does not like silence.  The values it provides students, according to 

Jane, included: (a) it gives power to students; (b) students experience diversity of 

thought; (c) students learn accountability to others; (d) students gain sense of belonging; 

(e) friendships help students persist; (f) it lowers anxiety; and (g) it creates a safe home 

base on campus. 

 Math-instructor Kristen.  Kristen felt that the value of social interaction within 

the classroom lies in each student’s ability to grow as a person and student: (a) students 

learn to advocate for themselves in small groups; (b) students learn to arrive at consensus; 

(c) students learn resourcefulness; (d) students develop friendships and interdependence; 

(e) students learn best from each other; and (f) social interaction prepares students for the 

workplace. 

 Summary.  The individual findings from the study’s first research question—

According to participating community-college faculty, what is the value in promoting 

social integration in the classroom?—reveal that the 13 participants of this study find 
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immense value in conducting a socially interactive first-term classroom.  Instructors 

discover value in many aspects of the student experience.  The data will be thematically 

organized in the following section. 

 Research question one: Cross-case analysis.  This cross-case analysis will 

address the themes that emerged around the first research question of this study: 

According to participating community-college faculty, what is the value in promoting 

social integration in the classroom?  The purpose of this cross-case analysis is to discover 

commonalities and patterns among this study’s interview data.  By examining the 

collective and emergent themes, I hope to better frame the value of promoting social 

interaction within the classroom, as reported by this study’s participants. 

During the analysis of all 13 interviews, six dominant themes emerged from the 

coded interview data.  The following thematic categories captured the subjects’ thoughts 

about the value of social interaction within the classroom (order does not indicate 

importance): (a) enhanced learning, (b) appealing atmosphere, (c) student growth, (d) 

membership in supportive community, (e) success, and (f) safety and comfort.  

Enhanced learning.  A dominant theme among the study’s participants was the 

connection of social interaction and learning.  Instructors invariably associated social 

interaction within the context of their course’s content, math or writing.  Math-instructor 

Laura suggested that social interaction helps students pay attention in class,  

I think it [social interaction] helps them pay attention more.  They don’t fade out 
if they’re talking to other people every twenty or thirty minutes.  You know, 
paying attention to math for two hours and twenty minutes takes a lot.  So just 
making it so that no one is sitting in the back just zoning out.  Present, but not 
really engaged.  You know, it kind of helps eliminate that. 
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Math-instructor Laura also indicated that students who interact are able to deliver 

instructive help with the class material in a way that instructors are not able to do, 

And, I mean, on a more technical level, when they explain things to each other it’s 
different than when I’m explaining it.  The voice is different.  The way that they 
interact with an explanation from a peer is different than when I do.  So all those 
things are really valuable.  And their own ability to explain it is pretty critical too.  
So their interactions with each other allow for that.   

 
Furthering this notion of students using each other in a socially interactive way to 

understand the material in his class, Math-instructor Tim suggested, 

I think is a deeper understanding of mathematical thinking, critical thinking 
really.  So it’s one thing for you to be able to do procedure.  It’s another for you to 
be able to understand the operation and procedure.  But it’s still even deeper if 
you can understand someone else’s thinking…And I think that that is essential for 
clear and concise critical thinking and mathematical thought. 

 
Math-instructor Paula expressed the contribution social interaction makes to the student’s 

ability to master the math content within her course, 

But if I have to explain it then I understand it.  That’s like the last line.  And so, I 
guess the goal is that, yeah, you’ve got the right answer on your own paper but 
until you can explain it to someone else then that really shows mastery.   

 
Math-instructor Erica contributed with an explanation of how social interactions look 

within a math-related learning experience and why social interactions change the way a 

student interprets and processes the problem-solving activities, 

Doing mathematics in a bubble, by yourself, is really limiting.  Some of the best 
math experience I had as a student was when I found a person or a group of 
people to do homework with.  You can discuss different possibilities.  Usually 
there’s the idea person and then the person who’s like, well, let’s write this down.  
Let’s see how it works.  They want to see it.  And it maybe takes a little bit longer 
to do the math.  But maybe things come up that you wouldn’t have thought of on 
your own.  And it can be more enjoyable.  If you’re just doing some problems out 
of a book and no one to talk to about it, maybe it seems tedious especially if math 
is not really your thing.  It just feels like a hoop.  And if you had someone to 
socialize with along the way, it either breaks up the monotony, or you end up 
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learning more.  Or at least it’s more fun.  So that’s why I encourage students to 
work with each other in class and outside of class.  I think it enhances learning.   

 
 Appealing atmosphere.  The subjects interviewed for this study all mentioned the 

importance of atmosphere within the classroom.  Although the dimension of the 

atmosphere differed according to faculty member, most agreed that social interaction 

helped shape the environment in such a way that was valuable to the instructor’s intended 

design of the environment and the student’s experience.  Math-instructor Laura explained 

that a socially interactive environment creates an atmosphere that is attractive to students 

who may not necessarily be choosing to take a required math course, 

I think because it makes coming to class more fun.  When you walk into a 
classroom and they all want to be there, it’s exciting and it’s fun.  And they’re 
all...you come back from the weekend and they’re all glad to see you.  It just 
creates an environment of learning that...especially for math, because most of 
them aren’t taking it by choice. 

 
Math-instructor Rebecca’s comments supported the idea that coming to class can be 

inviting to students because it is fun and uplifting,  

I feel like it makes people want to come to school more.  If they have a socially 
fun and connected and integrated class, it’s a lot more fun to come to that than if 
you’re just going to go sit and not talk to anybody and attend a lecture and not say 
anything to anybody and then leave.  It’s not as inviting as if, you know, you’re 
going to come to a class, you’re going to talk to people and you’re going to have 
fun. 

 
Speaking to the role comfort plays in shaping an appealing atmosphere, Writing-

instructor Dan indicated the shift that occurs in the classroom environment, 

When students are socially comfortable with a group of strangers that they meet, 
when they get to that point where they’re socially comfortable with this group of 
strangers that they met weeks before the learning environment is not an 
oppressive environment.  It’s an uplifting environment.  It’s a growing 
environment.   
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Math-instructor Paula reflected on the notion that her math class can be fun due to the 

introduction of socially interactive methods during her long-running classes, 

I think it’s also probably more fun.  I don’t know, I’ve had students say to me 
like, oh, I thought this five hour class was going to be terrible but it’s actually 
kind of fun.  They were surprised like, oh, the time went by quicker than I 
thought.   

 
Elaborating on the concept that a socially interactive class could create a welcoming 

sanctuary for students, Writing-instructor Jane suggested that the atmosphere created in a 

socially interactive class is important for first-term students, 

And that was pretty interesting.  And I think that was an unusually cohesive 
group.  But still, it seemed like...and, in fact, many of them it was their first term 
and they said that it really felt like it helped them get through their other classes, 
having that kind of home base. 

 
 Student growth.  A common thread among the subjects interviewed for this study 

is the concept that—due to social interaction in the classroom—students develop 

personal, academic, and social skills.  Writing-instructor Jill discussed the student’s 

ability to grow a capacity for confidence, “They get to see themselves in new ways, I 

think is important.  And they build their confidence that they can do it.”  Math-instructor 

Laura reinforced the claim that socially interactive classroom environments can lead to 

improved confidence levels for students, 

I think too, to some extent, confidence building.  I mean, their ability to explain 
math to other students is a great asset.  And for some of them, that will really 
build their confidence. 
 

Writing-instructor Michael said that social interaction and learning reshapes a student’s 

concept of self, 



      
 

82	  

And so the first thing I think that they realize is that it’s not as hard as they’ve 
believed it to be.  And if they can get connected and start sharing what they’re 
learning and sharing that process, it changes their self image. 
 

Writing-instructor Michael also discussed the change that happens within students, 

I’m fine with them bonding with me, but that’s not what makes them successful.  
What makes them successful is a peer group and self-identity, so that being 
educated becomes part of who they are, expressing that becomes part of who they 
are.  And people in their lives start to treat them differently.  I really find this with 
adult students…And it’s like it’s become part of who she [former student] is.  
And people are responding to her differently.  And that’s really interesting to see.  
 

Writing-instructor Nancy contributed to the development of personal identity within a 

socially interactive setting, 

So I think it’s about self-identity.  And if you can in small groups encourage 
people to start to express themselves as educated people and not worry about 
being cool, you know, and not worry about being the most articulate person in the 
group or saying things perfectly, but just saying something, and letting that be 
imperfect and refining it and it’s really important.  
 

Furthermore, Writing-instructor Jane indicated that students who transform negative 

school experiences can create a new vision, with a sense of belonging, of who they are 

within the classroom setting, 

And I think too, for a lot of learners those who have had these negative 
experiences, a lot of the negative experiences we’ve had in school have been 
social experiences.  And so if we can kind of rewrite that clique experience, or 
that bullied experience, or that not cool kid experience, then I feel like that helps 
people have a greater sense of belonging in college.  Particularly with 
disadvantaged groups and folks that are at a higher risk not to succeed 
academically.  A lot of it I think has to do just with the sense of belonging.  You 
know, first generation college students in particular, they don’t have all of those 
assumptions and etiquettes and kind of visions of self that I think are really 
necessary for success at this level.  So, it helps them feel like this is where they 
need to be and where they should be.  They like it.  
 

Writing-instructor Anna mentioned the development of a student’s sense of personal 

potential, 
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It broadens their understanding of the world.  It helps them to realize that they 
can...they have something to contribute.  They can learn to listen.  They can learn 
that everyone has something to offer.  It usually, in my experience it can...I see 
that it changes the way they operate outside sometimes. 

 
Writing-instructor Jane offered a deepening awareness of the influence social experiences 

have on the students in her classes, 

I think often students will come into the classroom thinking okay, I’m just here, 
I’m going to do my thing and I’m going to operate in isolation.  But even in the 
microcosm of the classroom there’s this huge mix of ideas, and peoples’ attitudes 
and postures and voices and everything influences the experience of each other.  
And so I feel like by encouraging that social aspect we become aware of the 
influence, both that we have and the ways in which we are influenced by each 
other.   

 
 Membership in supportive community.  Study participants pointed to the value of 

community membership as one of the central aspects of socially interactive classrooms.  

The support that arose from membership within the classroom community benefited the 

students in numerous ways.  As Math-instructor Rebecca stated, along with a stronger 

support system, students can help each other simply by being a peer and having a peer’s 

perspective, 

I think they build more of a support system…students who are isolated tend to 
feel like they are the only one that’s struggling in math, or the only one that has 
that question, or the only one that doesn’t know the answer.  But the more 
students talk with each other the more they see that they’re not the only one and, 
oh, this person has that question too.  This person got stuck on their homework 
too.  And then they can help each other.  And often students help each other better 
than I can.  They can explain something, sometimes in a way that another student 
can understand better than I can.   

 
Math-instructor Paula’s statements agreed that students mutually benefit from the 

supportive atmosphere generated by social interaction,  

And some students…you know, I have students who really struggle and so, as I 
said before there’s only one of me and often they’ll just like sit right next to 
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someone and that person sort of…they really rely on the stronger student, so to 
speak.   But then I also find that those stronger students benefit by having to 
explain things to the struggling student. 
 

Writing-instructor Jill introduced the idea that students are important resources for each 

other, 

They network and point each other to other resources in ways.  We do that.  I’m 
going to tell you who I recommend.  Our DE students don’t have a lot of that kind 
of social, cultural economic capital.  But they can do that.  They can help each 
other get jobs or help each other get a resource.  So there’s some of that too is 
resource sharing. 
 

Math-instructor Tim explained the benefit of peer support, 

I don’t know that it works great, but I assume that they make emotional 
connections as well as contact information.  You know, they have someone they 
can get notes from, or someone they can call if they can’t make it to class, or start 
a study group…students don’t really have the time outside of class time. 
 

Elaborating further on the communal aspect of social interaction in the classroom, 

Writing-instructor Jane described the accountability of mutual responsibility,  

And it also creates a kind of, at the risk of sounding like punitive, it creates a kind 
of accountability in the best sense.  You know, understanding that, okay, we’re 
here together and we’re going to help each other through this.  We’re going to 
help each other understand this.  But we’re also going to recognize that if I’m in a 
shitty mood and I come to class and I spray that stuff around, that these people 
that I’m invested in now are going to feel that.  And so like they’re going to hold 
that up for me, and so maybe I should think about how my actions influence 
others too.  And so I think it helps establish a communal sense of purpose.  And 
that in itself opens up a lot more interest in sharing different opinions and 
different ideas.   

 
 Success.  The participants interviewed for this study frequently mentioned 

success as a by-product of social interaction.  Although the reasons varied, the consistent 

thought was that students are more likely to succeed if they make connections with their 

classmates.  When asked about the benefit of social interaction in his classes, Math-
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instructor Tim stated that success may not even involve passing the class, but rather a 

measure of improvement, 

I guess in order of importance I would say success.  So if a student is interacting 
with somebody, that in itself is a level of success.  And I see the students who 
never really engage, who end up going through the entire class keeping to 
themselves or not showing up and just coming for tests or whatever.  And there 
is…there seems to be just a sense of success that those students walk out of the 
class not having achieved.  And even the students that fail the class, there’s a level 
of success that I can see when they have connected to each other, and they’ve 
connected to me and curriculum, and the class, and the college. 

 
Contributing to theme of success, Math-instructor Rebecca found that isolated students 

lack an essential connection that leads to success,  

They feel more connected to school, to the class, which helps them feel more 
connected to the school.  I feel those students are more likely to stay in school.  
People that are isolated and aren’t connected to anybody may just think, oh, I 
don’t belong here.  And when the going gets tough they may withdraw or they 
may not come back.  I think having even one good connection can keep someone 
here.   

 
Writing-instructor Michael made a similar observation about the students who succeed, 

So, every student that I see who really turns it around, I mean, the ones…the 
success stories.  The ones who…It’s not that they’re a great student when they 
come in, it’s that they’re on their way to becoming a great student when they go 
out, they find ways to connect.  They find ways to connect to the material, to me 
and to each other.   

 
Math-instructor Laura viewed social interaction as a way of relating to other students, 

even seeing struggle as a commonality among students, which give students hope that 

they can move beyond academic obstacles, 

I think students need to see that their other classmates sometimes are in trouble 
and then are successful.  That other classmates overcome not understanding.   

 
Writing-instructor Dan also viewed social interaction as important for success, yet he saw 

student support as the aspect of interaction that leads to success, 
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When they seek each other out to work on homework together, when they hear 
that one student’s in trouble and they go out of their way to help one another, then 
we’re creating that environment of a real learning community where the social 
interactions are promoting the learning community. 

 
 Safety and comfort.  According to study participants, safety and comfort among 

students was a result of creating a socially interactive environment.  The general 

similarity of thoughts surrounding this theme was that first-term students are unlikely to 

feel that college is a safe place for intellectual exploration.  Many instructors sensed that 

students feel a lack of safety or comfort due to previous educational experiences.  

Writing-instructor Lisa captured this sense about first-term students, 

The classroom becomes a safe place.  And for DE students particularly, classroom 
has hardly ever been a safe place.  They feel self-advocacy, that they’re like 
everybody else.  They’re respected by others.  They use each other as resources 
with less fear.  They socially…they process information that I think solidifies the 
learning.  The classroom is never chaotic when people know each other.  You 
may have somebody having a bad day, but you’re never going to have craziness.  
You’re never going to have a classroom where you’re like, holy shit how did that 
go so south, because you will always have a core of students who know that you 
prize… a coordinated classroom that is for learning with everybody.   
 

Math-instructor Paula indicated that relationships within the classroom lead to a level of 

comfort, 

I find that the students get to know each other a little bit…I think giving those 
opportunities allows them to form those relationships where they feel comfortable 
working with other people.   
 

Reflecting on her previous work with English speakers of other language (ESOL) 

students, Writing-instructor Jane believed that comfort is essential if a student is going to 

find success within the culture of the class, 

And so like how comfortable students feel and how likely they are to assimilate 
into the dominant culture, at least with English learning ESOL, is like ten times 
more influential than any particular practice that the instructor may use.  And so I 
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feel like the same applies to a certain extent in a native speaking classroom where 
it’s like how comfortable they feel is a much better indicator of their success than 
the specific lesson that we’re working on.   

 
Writing-instructor Jill valued social integration’s ability to create risk takers, who are 

able to do so only due to the safety on which they have learned to rely in the socially 

interactive environment.  Also, the students have learned to trust in the instructor’s 

authority over the environment, 

Because the more risks they can take, the more able they are to struggle safely, 
the more they will learn and the deeper they’ll learn.  I don’t think people are 
learning if they’re not struggling.  You have to struggle to get any place real, I 
think.  That’s an over-generalization.  But often, like often.  So when people have 
that community.  And I’m not even saying like people need to like each other.  
That often happens, and that’s great.  But when they are embedded in an 
environment that they know that people are kind of predictable, they know what 
to expect from people, they know how to interact with them, they know that I’m 
not going to let anything get too out of hand too.   

 
Writing-instructor Michael also found safety to be important reason why he breaks the 

class down into smaller, social groups,  

In small groups in particular it’s like a safe zone to be wrong, or a safe zone to be 
clumsy with your delivery, you know, clumsy with your ideas.  You’re asking 
maybe the right questions, but you don’t quite have a grasp on what you’re 
talking about.  And so in small groups no one is going to ridicule you for that.  In 
the larger class that dynamic gets different, right?  So it’s important to me for that 
reason.  It mostly it just makes a better class. 

 
 Summary.  A cross-case analysis of data collected in response to the first 

research question—according to participating community-college faculty, what is the 

value in promoting social integration in the classroom?—revealed six dominant themes.  

Instructors find value in promoting social interacting in their first-term class for these 

reasons: (a) enhanced learning, (b) appealing atmosphere, (c) student growth, (d) 

membership in supportive community, (e) success, and (f) safety and comfort. 
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Research Question Two Findings  

This section will present findings as they address the second primary research 

question of this study.  Following the format of the first research question, the question 

will first be applied to the individual case studies, after which a cross-case analysis will 

synthesize the themes triangulated among the participants.  The individual findings 

summaries have been presented to the corresponding participant.  

Research question two: Individual findings.  The second research question of 

this study investigates what instructors do to incorporate social interaction into their 

classes: What are practices used by community college faculty to promote social 

integration in the first-term classroom? 

Math-instructor Laura.  In order to promote social interaction in her first-term 

classes, Laura employed an assortment of practices: (a) generating peer familiarity, (b) 

facilitating a consistent environment, (c) knowledge of individual student needs and 

potential, (d) self-awareness of instructor approach, and (e) promoting engagement. 

Writing-instructor Jill.  Jill reported that creating connections in class is an 

important practice.  In order to accomplish these connections Jill used a variety of 

practices: (a) encouraging student “check-in” announcements, (b) creating diverse 

activities, (c) building the class early, (d) modeling authenticity, (e) using names, (f) 

establishing authority, and (h) using comfort to push students. 

Writing-instructor Dan.  Dan’s approach to promoting social interactions in class 

involved four groupings of practice: (a) creating safety and comfort, (b) being a 
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personable instructor, (c) knowing students, and (d) facilitating socially interactive 

activities. 

Math-instructor Rebecca.  Rebecca identified several practices that promote 

social interactions in the classroom: (a) establishing a relationship culture early, (b) 

creating a fun atmosphere, and (c) fostering a safe environment. 

Writing-instructor Lisa.  Lisa used a set of practices to promote social interaction 

in her classroom, including: (a) establishing interactive environment early, (b) using 

classroom management, (c) creating group work, (d) being a leader, and (e) determining 

personal goals. 

Math-instructor Tim.  Tim used a variety of practices to promote social 

interaction in the classroom: (a) fostering sense of safety, (b) facilitating variety of 

interactions, and (c) learning about students. 

Writing-instructor Anna.  In order to promote social interactions in the 

classroom, Anna used these practices: (a) link interactions to curriculum, (b) create 

student partnerships and groups for class activities, (c) make first day highly interactive, 

including introductions, and (d) reduce lecturing in favor of active learning. 

Math-instructor Paula.  Paula promoted social interaction within the classroom 

by using these practices: (a) change physical space of room by moving desks so that 

people are positioned to interact with each other, (b) avoid overly pushing shy and 

reluctant students, (c) have patience for subject and social discovery, and (d) let students 

talk as much as possible. 
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Writing-instructor Michael.  Michael’s practices for creating a socially 

interactive classroom included: (a) decentralizing classroom to dismantle instructor 

authority, (b) using a three stage system of delivering information, small group activity, 

and discussion, (c) allowing socially interactive students to model discussion behaviors 

for the class, (d) insisting that students rely on each other, (e) engaging all learning styles, 

(f) including all students, and (g) using technology and social media to generate group 

projects. 

Writing-instructor Nancy.  Nancy promoted social interaction in the classroom 

by using these practices: (a) instructing civil discourse, (b) creating interactive scenarios 

on first day, (c) generating shared experiences, (d) devising diverse activities for social 

interaction variety, and (e) protecting introverts. 

Math-instructor Erica.  In order to promote social interaction in her classes, Erica 

used a set of practices that included: (a) memorizing names on the first day to generate 

inclusion, (b) using neighbor check-in sessions, (c) creating safe environment for 

questions, (d) being kind and respectful, and (e) promoting talking while relaxing 

classroom control. 

Writing-instructor Jane.  Jane facilitated a socially interactive classroom 

environment by following these practices: (a) modeling vulnerability for students, (b) 

having students shake hands to break down physical barriers, (c) giving power to students 

to create community, (d) being explicit about promoting social interactions, (e) 

emphasizing the importance of names, (f) learning student tendencies, and (g) being 

relaxed and humorous. 
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Math-instructor Kristin.  Kristin found that using the following set of practices 

help her to promote social interaction within the classroom: (a) lecture the least amount 

possible, (b) have students introduce themselves on the first day, (c) assign collective 

projects and homework, (d) have students teach each other the material of the class, and 

(e) be awkward to put students at ease. 

Summary.  The individual themes collected for the second research question of 

this study—What are practices used by community college faculty to promote social 

integration in the first-term classroom?—show that the participating instructors use many 

practices and techniques for promoting social interaction within their course.  The data 

will be thematically organized in the following section. 

Research question two: Cross-case analysis.  The cross-case analysis of the 

second research question—What are practices used by community college faculty to 

promote social integration in the first-term classroom?—led to five themes that emerged 

from the collective thoughts and ideas of the study’s participants.  These five themes are 

(a) establishing social interaction early in the term, (b) emphasizing student names, (c) 

having a defined instructional approach, (d) creating safety and comfort, and (e) 

connecting students. 

 Establishing social interaction early in the term.  A majority of instructors 

pointed to the importance of establishing social interaction immediately upon the 

beginning of the term.  Writing-instructor Jill stated, “I spent the first two weeks of class, 

like a lot of time, really setting it up.  Like I do tons of values building and community 

building at first.  Lots of let’s get comfortable.”  Writing-instructor Lisa indicated that the 
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beginning of the term is an essential time for her to create a welcoming atmosphere, “I 

mean, it sounds so ridiculous, but as my students walk in I acknowledge each one of 

them.  I have a smile on my face.  I try not to be in the critical role.”  Math-instructor 

Rebecca discussed the first day of her class, 

I’m just going to start with the first day.  Because it’s like to me the first day is the 
most important.  I am setting up this whole culture, this whole term, this whole 
environment.  So one of the things that I do is in my…Well, yeah, there’s so 
much. 

 
Math-instructor Laura also mentioned the first day as a pivotal time for defining the 

direction of her socially interactive class, 

I think from day one, one of the helpful things that someone told me is to have 
them do introductions and get to know each other when they’re not talking about 
their subject.  So allowing them that first five minutes of getting to know the four 
people around them when there's no math involved.  So an icebreaker that doesn't 
involve the subject that often scares them. 

 
Writing-instructor Anna found that the first day is a good time to create interactive 

activities by asking students who they are within the class, beyond their physical 

descriptions, 

But on the first day, for example, I put in my course outline what I believe and we 
read it together.  And I ask them to write a way to introduce themselves to each 
other so that they see that we will be talking to each other in this class, and that 
they won’t be sitting passively listening to the instructor.  So I guess, course 
outline first day.  Interaction.  Depending on the class, right away I try to set up 
this idea where they describe themselves on a card.  It’s kind of the warm-up 
activity during the first week where...but they can’t use gender, race, or age and 
physical description as part of that.  So they have to look deeper and try to 
describe what’s important to them.  And they do it anonymously.  And then we 
shuffle the cards and give them out to each other.  And then they have to find that 
person.  So it kind of forces a way to describe oneself without giving it all away. 

 
Writing-instructor Nancy emphasized the first day to begin interactions in her class,  



      
 

93	  

I think a lot of it starts on the very first day.  I’ve had a lot of good luck having 
them do like really maybe...I have them, set them up with these kind of 
controversial scenarios, and they have to decide like how to spend a budget, or 
who gets the heart.  Or some of these like group work, where they have to come 
to a consensus and explain their rationale.  And we dive right in with that.  And at 
the end of it I tell them I’m going to give them a one question quiz.  And so 
they’re working toward this and they’re really engaged. 

 
 Emphasizing student names.  Most of the study participants emphasized the 

importance of knowing and using student names.  Math-instructor Laura explained, “I 

mean, there’s simple things like making sure you know their names, calling them by 

name.  Getting them to know one another.”  The reasons for this include causing students 

to feel recognized and welcome.  The instructors so do with the intention that students 

will feel more comfortable conversing with each other, as the sense of community is 

heightened when everyone is familiar with each other’s names.  Writing-instructor Dan 

declared, “I use first names, and I use them purposefully,” adding, “I want them to feel 

like they’re comfortable coming into the classroom.”  Writing-instructor Jill explained 

her strategy regarding the use of names, 

Like the first day of class, I try to get the names, everybody’s name, on the first 
day of class…And using their names over and over.  And then having a few 
people who I know for sure their names and using that.  So it just sets up the class 
well. 
 

Writing-instructor Jill elaborated upon the idea that knowing and using names promotes 

connections within the class and validates the student’s importance, 

And then they have an activity.  And then I study my roster.  And I can use their 
names.  So they’re like people.  They see you as people.  Like I got your name.  
And I can refer to something you said and make that connection or say like, oh, so 
like what Jenna was saying earlier about this, like…So yeah, helping them 
making connections between themselves is important…  
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Writing-instructor Dan explained the reason for emphasizing the use of names and his 

technique, 

I want them to have an awareness of one another in the classroom.  So you know, 
we do little name cards.  I’m getting a name card.  Here it is right here.  So within 
the first two weeks of every class everybody gets a five by eight.  Then they fold 
it in half and then they put their first name on it and they all create a little name 
card.  I create a name card.  And we keep our name cards for two weeks.  You 
know, that of course helps me use everybody’s first name.  So it becomes a first 
name environment. 

 
Writing-instructor Nancy described a socially-interactive technique she uses to promote 

the importance of names in her class, 

First day.  One of the very first things that we do.  And then the one question quiz, 
and they’re all really nervous because it’s the first day.  And the question is what 
are the names of the people in your group?  And it blows their mind, because 
they’ve just worked for forty-five minutes having these intense conversations, 
agreeing, disagreeing, having to come to a consensus.  And oftentimes they won’t 
have...they won’t know the name.  And so then it becomes this big...everybody 
bursts out with relief and laughter.  And they introduce themselves, and it 
becomes a common experience, right? 

 
Math-instructor Kristen also explained her rationale and strategy for learning names, 

I think also addressing students by name.  You know, so that you’re saying their 
name, which is maybe encouraging others to say, oh, okay, I know Derek because 
I’ve heard her name so many times.  So, I mean, I would try to learn their names 
within the first week, you know.  And I think it’s usually one of my talents, 
actually, is getting to know their names.  And I have strategies for that too.  I 
actually draw a seating chart the first day so I can write down their name.  I tell 
them to sit in the same seat so I can learn it, and use that to call on them and stuff.  
But I don’t like to be the only one that knows their names.  I want them to know 
each other.   

 
 Having a defined instructional approach.  Each instructor who participated in 

this study indicated personal approaches to issues such as authority, classroom 

management, lesson plan organization.  These approaches led to a distinct pattern among 
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the participants: each instructor implicitly or explicitly possessed a well-defined approach 

that was often unique and shaped over years of instruction.  

 Authority.  Writing-instructor Lisa explained how social interaction can alter the 

authority of an instructor, “And by doing group interaction, and or any kind of social 

interaction you’re changing the dynamic of the teacher standing up in the front of the 

classroom.”  Writing-instructor Dan explained thoughts about classroom authority as it 

relates to earning trust among socially interactive students who may not initially trust the 

environment,  

I am a strong classroom manager.  I can manage a classroom.  I can establish a 
disciplinary…Well, just a behavior management system, alright, of classroom 
management.  I have done it, and I don’t rely upon it as much.  I don’t rely upon 
as strict a system as I do in high…in college, because of the more mature level of 
the students.  But with certain individuals who do act at that low level I can 
introduce certain aspects of behavior management which are either structured, 
they are fair and they are designed to modify a certain behavior and correct it. 

 
Writing-instructor Jill discussed authority and how her first-term DE students may 

perceive her, 

I don’t want to have this invisible wall between me and my students where I am 
just like this mysterious authority.  Like, no, I’m an authority.  Like, yes, I totally 
am.  But I don’t want to be mysterious.  So I think that made it more safe for 
people too.  And that comes out all the time in like the end of the class where 
people say like, you’re real.  And like, I get a lot of feedback about like how that’s 
helpful where people don’t feel afraid of me. 

 
Furthering this hyper-awareness about authority in the classroom, Writing-instructor 

Michael described his approach to alter the traditional dynamic of a teacher’s centrality 

within the classroom, 

So one thing I like to do is I like to walk to different parts of the room.  And as 
we’re doing the talkback about the text, or whatever, I like to be in different 
positions.  So I’m screwing with their notion of I’m a student who sits in the front 
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of the room, or I’m a student who sits in the back of the room.  Because some 
days I’m going to be in the back of the room.  And some days I’m going to be off 
to the side. 

 
Writing-instructor Michael additionally emphasized his reason for changing the common 

notion of instructor authority, 

I think decentralized authority in the classroom is really important.  I want to 
make it clear that I am a citizen.  I am a learner.  I don’t know everything.  I have 
questions.  I have biases.	  	   

 
Math-instructor Paula used the desk grouping to alter the focus of the students towards 

each other with an added suggestion that the students discuss the work they are doing in 

class, 

I mentioned the desks [previous comment about arranging desks to create 
interaction].  So I move the environment so that they have to interact in these 
groups.  Then I would say that I guess the activities that I give them.  Sometimes 
I’ll say, do this by yourself.  Like don’t talk to anybody.  and then sometimes I’ll 
say, okay, before you start we’re going to discuss it in your table.  So I set up 
activities where they have to discuss things.   

 
 Lecturing.  Another common assertion among the study participants was that the 

lecture serves little purpose in their classrooms. Writing-instructor Anna spoke to the lack 

of engagement among students listening to a lecture as counterproductive to a socially 

interactive classroom, 

I think that it can’t be a lecture class.  I mean, it has to be a class where the 
students are...Or the activities, the curriculum has to engage them in a way that 
they can’t just sit passively and silently in the classroom. 

 

Writing-instructor Lisa explained that by not lecturing, she allowed for socially 

interactive activities,  

I try to change tasks a lot in my classes.  I mean, it’s never a lecture classroom, 
but I try to do a little bit of group work, a little bit of pair group, a little bit of 
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presentations, so they’re, you know.  And I would say I do that a lot better in 
Reading 90 and Reading 115 than I do in Writing 90.  But we do peer editing.  I 
do as much grouping as I can, because I want them to really get to know each 
other.   
 

Math-instructor Tim also shifted the attention of the class away from a lecture to feature 

student discussion,  

Having students ask questions at the beginning of class.  But, I think probably the 
biggest way it happens is…I don’t want to say lecture.  I don’t know that I really 
lecture.  I think that I spend most of that talking time being quiet.  So it’s really 
classroom discussion.  

 
Writing-instructor Michael did lecture, but he believed in dividing the amount of time he 

lectures in order to set up and allow for various socially interactive activities, 

I always try to stagger my rooms so that three…usually three types of activities 
happen in a given class.  So they’ll be like one where maybe I deliver 
information, then I’ll try to move to some sort of small group work, because some 
people will talk in a small group who will not talk in the large group.  So in the 
reading classes in particular, you know, the culmination of the class is always a 
class discussion of the text.  But leading up to that I break them out into small 
groups first to kind of let them sort out their ideas and talk with each other in a 
way that they won’t talk with me, or maybe initially won’t talk with me. 

 
 Discourse instruction.  Many of the study participants mentioned the need for 

explicit instruction about how to appropriately communicate within an educational or 

professional environment.  Writing-instructor Jane explained this rationale,  

I think raising social interactions to the explicit level is really important.  Like 
we’ll have a conversation about do you want to raise hands?  Why do you want to 
raise hands?  Why do you not want to raise hands?  You know, little things like 
that.  And then some symbolic thing like that always ends up opening up much 
more interesting things.  Like who feels like they can own the floor?  Who doesn’t 
know when they’re talking too much?  Who is always afraid to speak?  Like it 
brings up power dynamics between the instructor and the students too, and we 
talk about that stuff.  So I think like just questioning some of the little gestures 
and like discreet components of classroom behavior is useful. 
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Writing-instructor Nancy also described her approach and reasoning regarding in-class 

discourse, 

Spending time with students so they have some discourse strategies that 
encourages them to acknowledge and respond to others.  Those discourse 
strategies are really important for them to have the language in order to agree or 
disagree.  And the third thing I would say from the get-go is to create shared 
experiences. 

 
 Creating safety and comfort.  Participants felt that safety and comfort are central 

to a socially interactive classroom environment.  In order to facilitate an environment that 

allows students to feel safe, study participants used a variety of techniques and 

approaches.   

 Math-instructor Tim made a statement that embodies much of the thinking about 

the importance of safety, 

I think that the safety is necessary before inclusion.  So once the safety is 
established then people can start figuring out how they themselves would like to 
be included.  And that I think goes back to your early question about how people 
interact.  As long as they feel safe, that no one’s going to jump on them.  And I 
think because I don’t jump on them, or I don’t say they’re wrong, I’m assuming in 
side conversations no one’s saying people are wrong either.  So once they feel 
that level of safety and that culture, then they can talk to the person next to them, 
or they can find a best friend, or they can email, or they can text, or they can ask 
that question to the whole class. 

 
Writing-instructor Lisa added, 

I think looking for opportunities where people can talk in a safe manner about 
things that will engage them but also make them feel like, oh, I’m okay talking 
about this.  Because it isn’t the natural tendency of our students to want to do that.   

 
Writing-instructor Dan took a gently authoritative approach intended to give students a 

sense of protection, 

I typically will monitor for appropriate social interaction.  You know, I don’t want 
one person being a bully at the table, right?  I don’t want one person sitting alone 
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quiet, you know, while everybody else is talking.  So I might make my way 
around and if I see that one person is dominating I might kind of point that out in 
a sensitive fashion saying, “you know, maybe it’s important that we listen to other 
people’s”….you know, make a sensitive explanation to the individual. 

 
Writing-instructor Jill used a different approach designed to ease students into a sense of 

safety by incrementally transitioning students from safe situations to slightly 

uncomfortable interactions, 

I’ll do something where I’d let them work together with someone they feel real 
safe with and real comfortable.  And they start that processing and get it going.  
So they get comfortable.  And then we’ll do a partner switch, or something like 
that, where they have to work with someone else too where they get feedback. 

 
Writing-instructor Jill also mentioned that establishing trust early in the term is important 

element of creating atmosphere in her class, 

I think the first week is really important.  Because that’s all about establishing 
trust and sort of… I think the trust piece is really important.  And I think if 
teachers can figure out a way, if I can figure out a way to help students trust me as 
a teacher for the content of the class, but then trust me as a person, that I’m good 
and that I care about them and I want to do the best. 

 
Writing-instructor Nancy’s approach to creating safety was to protect those students who 

may be less inclined to socially interact, 

Recognizing that different students interact socially in different ways.  And so not 
having the expectation that everybody’s going to...everybody’s active 
participation is going to look the same.  And that’s not really a practice so much 
as it is an awareness.  So I guess the practice would be not penalizing the students 
who aren’t extroverts or verbal processors.   
 

Math-instructor Rebecca contributed about her priority when establishing a classroom 

environment for social interaction,  

Well, my number one is to create a safe environment so students can ask any 
question.  When people are in fear, they’re going to be really sort of closed and 
not wanting to step out and take a risk.  So I think creating a safe environment. 
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 Connecting students.  A consistent theme among study participants was the 

action of connecting students.  While instructors had varying strategies for doing so, the 

bringing together of students was a foundational practice in the socially interactive 

classroom.  Math-instructor Laura explained her thoughts about consistent interaction,  

That interaction is frequent.  And a frequency multiple times per day.  Particularly 
in the lower level.  In one of our upper level calculus classes we have the class 
split.  So half is lecture and half is lab.  But even then, interaction needs to be 
multiple times per class period, every class period.  So it can’t be a twice a term 
thing.  It has to be every day throughout.  And establish it from the beginning so 
that they make a good habit.  And, I think to allow students space to be 
themselves.  If you want them to interact with each other you kind of have to let 
go a little bit.  I don’t by any means think that I have chaos in my classroom, but I 
do let them talk to each other.  They have to stay on task.  But if you really want 
them to interact with the subject, you’ve got to let them be themselves a little bit. 
 

Writing-instructor Dan detailed his attempts to connect the practice of interaction and the 

curriculum,  

So they get the interaction going, and in this way we can examine the concepts 
we’re working on.  They can process in a cooperative fashion.  And then they 
present.  They can present in a more effective way and it’s not so…if they feel 
that they processed together with someone and they have to present their 
information, they’re not as embarrassed as reticent, you know, because it feels 
like they feel they’re being put on the spot.   

 
Math-instructor Erica discussed the importance of incorporating student connection as an 

aspect of the classroom strategy and environment, 

Right from the beginning of class, I’m constantly encouraging that they work 
together and that they…or, something I’ll say is, if you didn’t bring your 
calculator today, go find a friend.  Right?  Or if you didn’t bring your book today, 
and we needed to use it, go find a friend.  And I’m just kind of saying it like, 
make a new friend or talk to someone.  Discuss the practice worksheet with your 
neighbor.  So if I’m talking, I want them to listen and to participate that way.  But, 
when it’s their time to work, I would much…I feel a lot better if there’s talking 
going on.  If it’s silent, I start getting a little nervous almost.  And I’ll keep 
reminding them every few minutes, okay, if you haven’t talked to your neighbor 
yet, just check really quick and then you can go back. 
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Math-instructor Rebecca described her explicit directions to her students that they 

connect with each other, 

Well, one little thing I can add is that something I’ve started in the last couple of 
years is really making sure students introduce themselves to each other.  So if on 
the first or second day if we have a group activity…or, actually, even on the first 
day as they’re coming in I have them make name cards to put on their desks.  I 
say, introduce yourselves to each other.  Whereas, that was never my experience 
in a college classroom.  So I just sort of thought to start doing that.  Or the first 
time they’re in a group, be sure to introduce yourselves so that they can have a 
little basis for a foundation for a relationship. 

 
Math-instructor Kristen mentioned her desire to have students connect and create 

community with each other, 

If the students who are doing well would teach the ones who are struggling, it 
would raise the whole level of the class.  The students who are doing well would 
do better.  You know, I even will see those…sometimes those students who want 
A’s, and they’re right there at a B.  And it’s like, if you would only help the 
failing student, you would have an A.  How can I shake them, get them to 
understand that concept, you know?  And I will have students who will flat out, 
I’m telling them multiple times, you got to work with each other, you got to work 
in groups.  And they will get their little pissed off face will sit there and do all 
their work themselves and not say anything to anyone.  And it’s like I say, this is 
the community part of the community college experience is you’re working 
together on this.   

 
 Summary.  This section displayed findings in the form of collective themes that 

address the second question of the study: What are practices used by community college 

faculty to promote social integration in the first-term classroom?  Although the 

participants of the study provided widely diverse answers, a cluster of themes emerged 

and common links among the data.  Instructor thoughts regarding practices for promoting 

social interaction gathered around the following themes: (a) establishing social 
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interaction early in the term, (b) emphasizing student names, (c) having defined 

instructional approach, (d) creating safety and comfort, and (e) connecting students.  

Findings Summary 

 This chapter presented case-study and cross-case analysis findings that resulted 

from interviews with 13 instructors who are known to promote social interaction within 

their first-term community-college classes.  This study explored two questions regarding 

the value and practice of instructing socially interactive classes: (a) According to 

participating community-college faculty, what is the value in promoting social integration 

in the classroom? (b) What are practices used by community college faculty to promote 

social integration in the first-term classroom?  In order to answer these questions, this 

chapter presented profile information about each instructor who participated in the study.  

The profile information included the instructor’s professional background, reasons why 

he or she teaches first-term courses, and his or her perceived role in promoting a socially 

interactive classroom.  This chapter presented individual case-study responses from each 

of the 13 participants for each of the research questions. Also, this chapter contained a 

cross-case analysis organized around emergent themes for each of the research questions 

(See Table 4.1).  The themes generated by cross-case analysis revealed that instructors 

find value in promoting social interaction in their first-term classes for the following 

reasons: (a) enhanced learning, (b) appealing atmosphere, (c) student development and 

growth, (d) membership in supportive community, (e) success, and (f) safety and 

comfort. The cross-case analysis also showed thematically that instructors promote social 

interaction by (a) establishing social interaction early in the term, (b) emphasizing student 
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names, (c) having defined instructional approach, (d) creating safety and comfort, and (e) 

connecting students.  

Table 4.1 

Themes Generated by Cross-Case Analysis 

Research Questions Themes (Cross-case Analysis) 
Question #1: 
According to participating 
community-college faculty, what 
is the value in promoting social 
integration in the classroom? 

Enhanced Learning 
Appealing Atmosphere 
Student Development and Growth 
Membership in Supportive Community 
Success 
Safety and Comfort 

Question #2: 
What are practices used by 
community college faculty to 
promote social integration in the 
first-term classroom? 

Establishing Social Interaction Early in the Term 
Emphasizing Student Names 
Having Defined Instructional Approach 

• Authority 
• Lecturing 
• Discourse Instruction  

Creating Safety and Comfort 
Connecting Students 
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

 This study is an investigation into the value and instructional practice of social 

interaction in the first-term community college classroom.  In order to accomplish this 

inquiry, I asked administrators, department chairs, and faculty to refer faculty who teach 

first-term writing and math courses, and who are known by administrators and 

department chairs to successfully promote social interaction in their courses. In total, data 

was collected from 13 case-study interviews.  Individual case studies and cross-case 

analyses provided findings to discover why participating faculty members promote social 

interaction in their courses and how they create a socially interactive environment within 

the classroom.  

 This chapter is organized into five main sections: (a) summary and discussion, (b) 

implications for practice, (c) limitations of study, (d) suggestions for further research, and 

(e) a personal reflection.  The discussion triangulates the findings from each of the two 

research questions of this study with scholarship that has preceded it.  The section on 

implications for practice provides ideas and suggestions that appeared in this research for 

professionals who would like to apply techniques to their classroom practices.  Next, 

limitations of the study provides a rigorous self-critique of what this study cannot 

accomplish due to its design and structure.  Then, the section on suggestions for further 

research accounts for the scope of research topics and questions raised by this study.  

Finally, the personal reflection allows for me to further show my thoughts about the 

study, my experiences, and my bias. 
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Summary and Discussion  

The objective of this chapter is to discuss the findings for the two research 

questions of this study as the results compare to the literature review presented in Chapter 

Two.  The research questions of this study explore why and how first-term math and 

writing faculty promote social interaction: (a) According to participating community 

college faculty, what is the value in promoting social integration in the first-term 

classroom? (b) What are practices used by community college faculty to promote social 

integration in the first-term classroom? 

 The questions driving this study are important because they directly refer to the 

social aspect of the community college student’s experience.  Tinto’s (1993) theory of 

student attrition—which explains the importance of integration into institutions of higher 

education as a predictor of student persistence—is a widely accepted and empirically 

scrutinized theoretical framework that emphasizes how essential social and academic 

integration is for college students (Braxton & Hirschy, 2005; Braxton, Hirschy, &  

McClendon, 2004; Cabrera, Nora, & Castaneda, 1993).  The issue of social integration 

takes on added urgency in the community college setting for two specific reasons: (a) 

community-college students tend to socially interact with peers significantly less than 

university students (Chang, 2005; Tinto, 1997); and (b) only 55% of community-college 

students persist directly to a second year of study, which is dramatically lower than 

universities (ACT, 2013).  If, in fact, a student’s social experience leads to increased 

success, as the evidence suggests, then there is value in investigating how community 
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college student populations can better socially connect with peers (Bers & Smith, 1991; 

Nora et al.,1996; Pascarella, Smart, & Ethington, 1986).  

 Chang (2005) and Tinto (1997) asserted that community college students are 

unlikely to engage in social activities on campus that occur outside of the classroom. 

Community college students are commuters.  They may have family and employment 

responsibilities that residential students do not face, and community college students 

commute to and from campus, which also limits their ability to participate in the campus’ 

social offerings.  The value in this study’s findings lies at the heart of enhancing the 

social connection for community college students at the center of their college 

experience: the classroom. 

 The second chapter of this dissertation presented a review of literature associated 

with this study.  The review of literature focused on foundational theories about the 

importance of social integration for retention in higher education.  Specifically, this study 

relied on a theoretical framework put forth by Vincent Tinto (1993) that states higher-

education students are more likely to succeed at colleges and universities where students 

feel they socially belong.  The literature reviewed the overlap in usage of the terms social 

engagement, social involvement, and social integration.  For the purposes of this study, 

the term social interaction is used to encapsulate the broad intentionality of these popular 

terms: that students generate a sense of social belonging through social connection with 

other students.  Social interaction for community college students occurs—if it is to 

occur—inside the classroom environment because these students simply do not have the 
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luxury of spending disposable time on campus to engage in social activities (Chang, 

2005; Tinto, 1997).  

 The literature review featured studies that showed the importance and impact of 

social interaction.  Students who socially interact persisted at higher rates (Braxton et al., 

2008).  Students who developed connections with other students gained confidence and a 

sense of belonging in their learning environments (Jacoby, 2000).  Students who 

interacted with peers enjoyed greater support in their educational endeavors (Clark, 2012; 

Lundberg, 2003).  Furthermore, socially interactive students benefited from information 

networks that guided them through the expectations and logistics of college culture (Karp 

& Hughes, 2008; Schuetz, 2008). 

 This case-study inquiry focused on the classroom and the influence of faculty on 

promoting social interaction.  Faculty members were found to be influential in the 

community college student’s social experience (Chang, 2005).  As the central architects 

of the community college classroom, instructors held the key to the social landscape of 

their students.  While instructors chose varying pedagogical approaches—from traditional 

lecturing to current student-centered learning strategies—the environment they created 

likely impacted the previously mentioned aspects of the community college student’s 

social experience: confidence, sense of belonging, heightened support, and participation 

in information networks.  This study sought to find out how and why instructors promote 

social interaction within the community college classroom.  

 Research question one:  According to participating community-college faculty, 

what is the value in promoting social integration in the classroom? 
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 Enhanced learning.  All of the study participants mentioned the influence of 

social interaction on the learning environment, regardless of whether or not it was a 

major theme of the interview.  Although a goal of this study was to investigate social 

interaction removed from the context of learning, which is much too vast to accomplish 

in a single focused study, learning and social interaction became almost instantly 

intertwined in each of the interviews.  This should have been expected as instructors have 

a primary objective to facilitate learning in their courses.  Study participants reported 

social interaction helped increase behaviors—like paying attention in class—that 

improved the student’s ability to learn.  Instructors also found that students were able to 

teach each other the material in a unique style and voice that often eluded the instructor—

an ability to relate to peers.  Furthermore, students who tutored struggling students in 

class were able to learn the course content on a deeper level.  The findings from this 

study suggested a strong connection to the pedagogical method of collaborative learning: 

two or more people working together in an attempt to construct knowledge (Bruffee, 

1999).  Collaborative learning has a large body of literature dedicated to it and is a 

nuanced philosophical approach to learning and interdependence.  This discussion cannot 

adequately describe the history, functions, and categories of collaborative learning, but 

there is evidence to suggest that collaborative learning—interdependence as opposed to 

isolation—is effective (Bruffee, 1999; Cooper & Mueck, 1992; Dillenbourg, Baker, 

Blaye, & O’Malley, 1996). 

Appealing atmosphere.  The contribution social interaction makes to the 

classroom environment was a common theme among study participants.  Instructors 
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found immense value in nurturing an environment that was fun, cohesive, welcoming, 

and uplifting, attributing value to students being drawn into the classroom by their 

connection to peers.  The prevailing implication was that if a classroom atmosphere is 

attractive to students, they will be more likely to attend class frequently, and they will be 

better prepared to address the challenge of learning the material presented in class.  While 

the current body of literature did not seem to contain empirical studies about the value of 

a “fun” or “uplifting” college classroom atmosphere, this theme suggested the value of a 

sense of belonging as students find a place in which they are welcomed.  Tinto’s (1993) 

framework indicated that a commitment is being established when a student feels a social 

sense of belonging.  Students are likely to become more entrenched in the classroom 

environment as they feel more affiliated with the peer group.  A student’s successful 

integration into the college community can create a sense of belonging that strengthens 

commitment to the institution; this perception of involvement creates a sense of an 

empathic environment with support from peers and faculty to assist with the challenges 

each student will confront (Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, & Salomone, 2002; Jacoby, 

2000).   

Student growth.  Among participants of this study, a frequently mentioned value 

of social interaction was the developmental growth students experience while forming 

connections with peers.  The data from this study suggested that this growth occurs in the 

form of self-confidence, discovery of a new self-image, positive academic experiences, 

broadened perspective, a redefined set of values, interdependence, critical thinking, self-

worth, finding one’s voice, and personal authenticity.  Clark’s (2012) qualitative study of 
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graduating community college students found that social interaction among peers led to 

improved confidence and validation of self-worth (from a starting point of low self-

esteem).  While theories, such as Chickering and Reisser’s (1993) seven vector model or 

Bandura’s (1977) self-efficacy theory, outlined similar developmental progressions found 

in this study, major works of student development have not solely connected growth to 

social interaction, nor exclusively to the classroom.  In this study, the most commonly 

mentioned aspect of growth due to social interaction within the classroom was self-

confidence, which can easily be translated to self-efficacy.  Theory and research 

overwhelmingly has suggested that self-efficacy is a central psychosocial trait that leads 

to sustained student success (Bandura & Locke, 2003; Bean & Easton, 2001; Lent, 

Brown, & Larkin, 1984; Schunk, 1991). 

Membership in supportive community.  The concept of support from a peer 

community emerged frequently within the interview data collected for this study.  

Participants reported that students who find themselves surrounded by a peer-based 

support system will no longer feel they are learning in isolation.  Also, students who 

experienced a supportive peer community had a greater sense of accountability to their 

classmates and mutual responsibility.  Students had increased opportunities for academic 

help from peers.  Peer-supported students were able to network with other students and 

find necessary resources.  The literature suggested there is merit to the notion that a 

supportive peer setting improves attendance and participation (Tinto, 1997).  Supportive 

peer relationships helped students transition into the larger college community 

(Kasworm, 2005).  Also, peer support led to comfort within the classroom (Deil-Amen, 
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2011).  An important connection between this study and the literature was the role of 

information networks and how they relate to the classroom.  Schuetz (2008) found that 

campuses and classrooms are filled with student “experts” who are a valuable resource to 

incoming students.  When students used each other as resources and built networks it 

increased a student’s sense of belonging, which is linked to persistence; also, students 

who participated in supportive information networks felt less alienated and more attached 

to their institution (Karp & Hughes, 2008).  Napoli and Wortman (1998), who studied 

first-term community college students, found that social support impacted a student’s 

tendency to socially interact, which contributed to increased commitment to persist. 

Success.  Success is an expansive topic that has not been easy for scholars to 

define.  The participants of this study overwhelmingly mentioned that success is a value 

of promoting social interaction within the classroom.  The implication given within the 

data was that success is defined by achievement within the instructor’s course.  This 

study’s data revealed that faculty believe that success is more attainable when students 

connect with each other and that students who do not succeed tend to remain 

disconnected from classmates and attempt college in isolation.  Connection, according to 

participating instructors, allowed students to gain perspective on the inevitable struggle 

that each student will face.  Connected students were able to witness struggle as a normal 

aspect of college, rather than a personal failing.  The literature supported this study’s 

findings that students who socially interact are more likely to persist (Bers & Smith, 

1991; Braxton et al., 2008; Napoli & Wortman, 1998; Nora et al., 1996; Pascarella, 

Smart, & Ethington, 1986).  Napoli and Wortman (1998) found that social interaction 
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positively influenced a community college student’s commitment to goals and 

persistence.  

 Safety and comfort.  Maslow’s (1954) well-known Hierarchy of Needs states that 

an individual cannot realize her potential, or self actualization, until several “needs” have 

been met.  Central to this concept is that one must have a sense of physical and 

psychological safety before embarking on feeling a sense of belonging or intellectual 

exploration.  Although the literature used the terms safety and comfort according to their 

literal physiological meanings, the participants in this study clearly referred to the 

psychological safety and comfort of students.  Strange and Banning (2001) write that 

both physical and psychological safety are important to a campus environment, stating 

that inclusion and sense for belonging are connected to both concepts of safety.  Many of 

the participants believed that poor previous educational experiences lead to a student’s 

sense of feeling “unsafe” in the first-term community college classroom.  This 

discomfort, as suggested by faculty interviewed for this study, grows and festers in 

isolation.  However, if students socially interact, faculty members noticed that students 

begin to appear more comfortable and safe, which allows students to better learn the 

material.  Many of the instructors interviewed emphasized the importance of a student 

feeling safe to make mistakes and ask questions.  They viewed this as a central part of 

learning. The student who feels unsafe and uncomfortable is less likely to take necessary 

risks required of each learner in a college classroom, according to study participants.  

Carl Rogers (1951) wrote that it is essential for people to experience “unconditional 

positive regard” if they are to realize personal growth potential, which includes feeling a 
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sense of safety and acceptance within in a membership community.  While this theme 

was closely related to “sense of belonging,” which has been extensively explored in the 

literature, most of the interviewed faculty members directly used terms such as “safe,” 

“safety,” “comfort,” and “comfortable” when talking about students and the classroom 

environment.  This topic was referenced in association with risk-taking, which is also 

used here with a different connotation than much of the literature found in database 

searches.  Terms such as “at-risk” or “risk” were used in a predominately negative 

context, while this study’s subjects used the words “risk” or “risk-taking” positively, 

implying or explicitly stating that risk is necessary.  Yet, students cannot take risks unless 

they begin to feel they are surrounded by a safe environment.  This paradox—risk is 

uncomfortable, and discomfort is essential in the learning process, yet a student will not 

explore discomfort unless she or he first feels safety and comfort—is a central finding of 

this study and speaks to the value of promoting social interaction. 

Summary.  The first research question of this study asked about the value, 

according to participating instructors, of promoting social interaction within the 

community college classroom.  This discussion reviewed the six themes that emerged 

from the interview data: (a) enhanced learning, (b) appealing atmosphere, (c) student 

growth, (d) membership in supportive community, (e) success, and (f) safety and comfort 

(See Table 5.1).  The value of social interaction leading to enhanced learning was 

supported by literature findings that collaborative learning, in which students learn 

interdependently, can benefit student learning, although we cannot directly state that this 

is an outcome of social interaction.  The value of social interaction leading to an 
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appealing atmosphere relates to topics such as a sense of belonging, feeling supported, 

and an empathic environment—all of which contribute to a student’s commitment to 

college, according to scholarship.  The value of social interaction influencing student 

growth was reflected in literature suggesting that students who socially interact develop 

confidence and gain self-worth, two developmental traits associated with self-efficacy.  

The value of social interaction leading to membership in a supportive community was 

representative of scholarship that finds students with supportive peer acquaintances have 

better attendance, more easily transition into college, and feel more comfortable in class.  

Studies also have found that peer-supported students persist at higher rates and are more 

likely to be included in vital campus information networks.  The value of social 

interaction contributing to success was grounded in research that shows increased 

commitment to goals and prolonged persistence.  The value of social interaction 

improving safety and comfort in the classroom and on campus was not substantially 

represented in the literature, yet is a unanimously important theme within the data 

collected for this study. 
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Table 5.1 

Themes and Cited Literature for Research Question #1  

Research Questions Themes Cited Literature  
Question #1: 
According to participating 
community-college faculty, 
what is the value in 
promoting social integration 
in the classroom? 

Enhanced Learning (Bruffee, 1999) 
(Cooper & Mueck, 1992) 
(Dillenbourg, Baker, Blaye, & 
O’Malley, 1996) 

Appealing Atmosphere (Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, 
& Salomone, 2002) 
(Jacoby, 2000) 
(Tinto, 1993) 

Student Development 
and Growth 

(Bandura, 1977) 
(Bandura & Locke, 2003) 
(Bean & Easton, 2001) 
(Chickering & Reisser, 1993) 
(Clark, 2012) 
(Lent, Brown, & Larkin, 1984) 
(Schunk, 1991) 

Membership in 
Supportive Community 

(Deil-Amen, 2011) 
(Karp & Hughes, 2008) 
(Kasworm, 2005) 
(Napoli and Wortman, 1998) 
(Schuetz, 2008) 
(Tinto, 1997) 

Success (Bers & Smith, 1991)  
(Braxton et al., 2008)  
(Napoli & Wortman, 1998)  
(Nora et al., 1996) (Pascarella, 
Smart, & Ethington, 1986) 

Safety and Comfort (Strange & Banning, 2001) 
(Rogers, 1951) 
(Maslow, 1954) 

 

Research question two:  What are practices used by community college faculty 

to promote social integration in the first-term classroom? 

 Establishing social interaction early in the term.  The instructors felt strongly 

that the early portion of the term was vital for setting a socially interactive tone in the 
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class.  In order to accomplish this practice, they incorporated student introductions and 

icebreakers before any course content is introduced.  Drummond (1995) emphasized the 

importance of setting the climate early within a class as a best practice of college 

teaching.  Nilson (2010) discussed the importance of first impressions of a class because 

this early time in a class is when expectations are set: students will understand the level 

of engagement that the course requires.  Setting expectations for students was often 

declared a central best practice for instruction (Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Langlois & 

Zales, 1992).  Along with encouraging group interactions as an effective practice, Eble 

(1971) listed clarity and transparency as a best practice for instructors—this early term 

commitment to social interaction takes on a form of transparency to students about the 

culture and organization of the course.   

 Emphasizing student names.  Participating instructors conveyed the importance 

of learning and using student names immediately upon the beginning of the term.  The 

rationale was that students will feel more welcome and included if the instructor is 

consciously calling students by their first name, and, in turn, have a greater awareness of 

each other in the classroom.  Instructors also felt that students would more easily learn 

their peers’ names, which would promote more ease in social interactions.  Learning and 

using student names coincided with published best practices that suggest instructors 

should show caring and a genuine interest in students (Chickering & Reisser, 1993; 

Langlois & Zales, 1992).  Nilson (2010) wrote that effective instruction includes knowing 

and using students’ names, primarily because it shows the instructor cares. 
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 Having defined instructional approach.  Each participant explained in detail—

often without overtly declaring this as a practice that promotes social interaction—a 

defined approach to authority, lecturing, and discourse instruction, which all impacted 

classroom management techniques.  While participating instructors spoke about different 

philosophies for how a socially interactive class should be managed, the result was a 

resounding and unanimous declaration that socially interactive classrooms demand a 

refined personal approach.  Instructors spoke about authority as a primary concern: some 

instructors sought to decentralize instructor authority, while others believed that asserting 

authority made the classroom safer for students to explore social interaction because the 

authority created structure, rules, and supervision.  Participants either significantly 

reduced the amount of lecturing, or they eliminated it totally.  The suggestion was that 

lecturing is not a compatible technique for a socially interactive classroom.  Participants 

also noted the practice of instructing appropriate discourse.  They felt that one of the 

reasons why students struggle to socially interact is because they may not have an 

understanding of what mature social connection looks like.  Participants felt this is an 

important part of creating a socially interactive classroom: establishing expectations for 

safe, mature social discourse.  The theme of defined instructional approach in many 

ways boiled down to classroom management and the difficult choice an instructor must 

make when shifting toward a more socially interactive environment.  Many studies have 

concluded that lecturing is a less effective form of classroom management (Jackson & 

Prosser, 1989).  In fact, best practices lists have long emphasized the importance of 

reducing the amount of lecturing an instructor does (Chickering & Gamson, 1987; 
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Drummond, 1995; Langlois & Zales, 1992).  Related to mature discourse, Meyers, 

Bender, Hill, and Thomas (2006) reported that classrooms in which activities replaced 

lectures have less conflict; they also found that instructors of interactive, non-lecture 

classes tended to show more concern and respect for their students.  McPherson and 

Liang (2007) found that students’ perceptions of a class are affected by the classroom 

management techniques of an instructor, and their study also showed that students have 

an expectation that instructors will assert classroom management techniques to influence 

the disruptions resulting from inappropriate discourse, such as excessive student talking.  

Classroom management also took the form of physically altering the dimensions of the 

classroom—like moving the tables and chairs to decentralize the instructor’s role—for 

many of the participants.  This is supported by the work of Strange and Banning (2001), 

who suggest that the physical design of educational environments impacts learning and 

sense of belonging. 

Creating safety and comfort.  Study participants mentioned safety and comfort as 

primary concerns.  Creating comfort and safety is an important practice for promoting 

social interaction in the first-term community college classroom because both comfort 

and safety impact a student’s ability to explore the dynamics and uncertainties of socially 

interacting in a new and possibly threatening environment.  Many campuses have taken 

measures to increase safety by means of inclusion for students—safe spaces for 

multicultural or LGBT resource centers, for example (Strange & Banning, 2001).  Yet, 

participants in this study had to take a more nuanced and interpersonal approach for 

promoting safety that considered the classroom dynamic.  Instructors did so by avoiding 
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language that may isolate students or expose vulnerabilities, by asserting a gentle 

authority to give a sense of safe supervision, by establishing trust between teacher and 

student, and by protecting students who appear less comfortable in groups.  I was unable 

to locate research that directly pointed to safety and comfort promoting social interaction, 

but peripheral research showed that conflict management in interactive classes can create 

an emotionally safe environment by nurturing bonds that exist within the classroom 

(Meyers, Bender, Hill, & Thomas, 2006).  Furthermore, the gentle use of authority—

coupled with carefully navigating prosocial communication that does not reprimand nor 

criticize—fostered an environment that minimizes an imbalance of communication safety 

when a few students dominate the discourse in a class (McPherson & Liang, 2007).  

Popular best practice lists included the notion of creating a supportive and respectful 

environment, which strongly associates with safety and comfort as described by this 

study’s participants (Eble, 1971; Langlois & Zales, 1992). 

 Connecting students.  The practice of connecting students with each other in the 

classroom was an intentional action of creating social interaction.  One aspect of 

importance about this finding was that instructors deliberately saw this as a function of 

creating a specifically designed environment within their classes.  In order to connect 

students, instructors adopted the “early and often” approach.  Instructors used 

collaborative and cooperative learning techniques along with varied dynamics that fit 

within their individual course model.  Students were asked to rely on each other for 

tutoring, encouragement, and course supplies.  Notable instructional best practice lists 
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have supported the concept of creating collaborative and cooperative situations for 

students (Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Langlois & Zales, 1992). 

 Summary.  The second research question sought to find practices that instructors 

use to promote social interaction within the community college first-term classroom.  The 

data from interviews with 13 participating faculty members revealed five thematic 

practices: (a) establishing social interaction early in the term, (b) emphasizing student 

names, (c) having defined instructional approach, (d) creating safety and comfort, and (e) 

connecting students (See Table 5.2).  Although I was unable to find literature that 

specifically linked these five practices with promoting social interaction in the classroom, 

there was notable overlap among this study’s findings and instructional practices that 

exist within the literature.  The practice of establishing social interaction early in the 

term was supported by research about setting expectations for students and creating a 

classroom climate early in the term.  The practice of emphasizing student names was 

mentioned in the literature as effective in showing students that the instructor takes a 

genuine interest in knowing and welcoming students.  The practice of having defined 

instructional approach was a three-tiered finding that includes authority, lecturing, and 

discourse instruction.  This topic related to classroom management and was mentioned in 

the literature: reducing lecturing not only improves learning, it supports an environment 

with less conflict; consistent classroom management enhances a student’s perception that 

the class with be consistent and emotionally safe.  The practice of creating safety and 

comfort was supported primarily by classroom management literature that finds prosocial 

communication between instructor and student, which is free of negative critique and 
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reprimands, helps foster a sense of safety, while instructors can take measures to ensure 

the class discourse is not dominated by a few students.  The practice of connecting 

students was widely written about as a best instructional practice, mostly within the 

context of collaborative and cooperative learning. 

Table 5.2 

Themes and Cited Literature for Research Question #2 

Research 
Questions 

Themes Cited Literature  

Question #2: 
What are 
practices used by 
community 
college faculty to 
promote social 
integration in the 
first-term 
classroom? 

Establishing Social 
Interaction Early in the 
Term 

(Chickering & Reisser, 1993) 
(Drummond, 1995) 
(Eble, 1971) 
(Langlois & Zales, 1992) 
(Nilson, 2010) 

Emphasizing Student 
Names 

(Chickering & Reisser, 1993)  
(Langlois & Zales, 1992).   
(Nilson, 2010) 

Having Defined 
Instructional Approach 

  

(Chickering & Gamson, 1987) 
(Drummond, 1995) 
(Jackson & Prosser, 1989) 
(Langlois & Zales, 1992) 
(McPherson and Liang, 2007) 
(Meyers, Bender, Hill, & Thomas, 2006) 

Creating Safety and 
Comfort 

(Eble, 1971)  
(Langlois & Zales, 1992) 
(McPherson & Liang, 2007) 
(Meyers, Bender, Hill, & Thomas, 2006) 
(Strange & Banning, 2001) 

Connecting Students (Chickering & Gamson, 1987)  
(Langlois & Zales, 1992) 

 

Implications for Practice  

 The socially interactive classroom can be a valuable hub for the commuter 

student’s experience.  Suggestions outlined here are intended to contribute to a range of 

settings, including faculty development and practice.  The following ideas for educational 
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professionals interested in socially interactive methods are extracted from the data 

collected for this study: 

• Develop courses from the perspective that students have likely had previous 

educational experiences that were negative and non-affirming 

• Alter the physical space of the classroom to place attention on students rather than 

instructor (position students face to face, place chairs in circle, avoid standing at 

head of class, continuously shift personal location in the classroom) 

• Have students introduce themselves to each other on the first day of class in small 

group activities, followed by whole-group introductions 

• Learn student names early in the term and use names frequently 

• Use non-subject exercises that allow students to get to know each other on deeper 

levels (interests, values, personal goals, personal obstacles, identity, affinities)  

• Educate students about mature discourse while establishing expectations for 

discourse within the classroom 

• Learn the fears and insecurities of students and seek to alleviate them 

• Place students in interdependent situations often—utilize collaborative learning 

practices, such as group projects, group presentations, team-based math sessions 

• Become aware of one’s authority, power, and presence as an instructor, and how 

this impacts students  

• Establish role as authority figure who will protect students from abusive and 

humiliating situations (clearly communicated behavior ground rules for the 
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classroom, individually assure students of emotional safety, team-building 

exercises to promote class unity and support)  

• Model vulnerability and decrease intimidation of students 

• Lecture as little as possible and follow short lectures with social activities that 

require students to interact with each other and course content 

• Dedicate consistent time for social interaction that is not subject or content related 

in each class 

• Become comfortable with periods of social chaos in class, in which the instructor 

gives over control to the class (with a watchful eye for harmful and abusive social 

interactions) 

• Understand the paradox of comfort—students will not be able to experience 

situational discomfort (necessary for learning and growth) until they begin from a 

place of comfort 

• Freely share of personal learning and college experiences to model behavior  

• Encourage small victories, both social and academic  

Limitations of Study 

The intention of this qualitative multiple case study is exploratory in nature.  The 

findings are not meant to definitively represent a larger group of instructors.  The results 

of this study have several limitations inherent to the methods I chose for data collection 

and analysis.  

First, the subject participants were referred by their deans, department chairs, and 

colleagues based on reputation—rather than verifiable or scientific evidence that they 
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implement a socially interactive pedagogy or style of classroom management.  The use of 

a reputational sample limits the study’s ability to recruit participants from a student’s 

perspective of who effectively promotes student interaction in the classroom. 

Second, the sample of 13 full-time and part-time writing and math instructors all 

work for the same community college, which may represent a lack of institutional, 

geographic, perspective, and subject-area diversity.  There may exist a faculty culture that 

influences the findings of this study, which may not accurately represent how instructors 

think and feel at other institutions. 

Third, the subject sample size is small, which points to a lack of generalizability 

across larger populations.  Although the methods section (Section 3) discussed a variety 

of views about case-study research and its ability to produce generalizable findings, I feel 

it is safe to say that this study does not attempt to project findings across a larger canvas.   

This limits the study’s findings to universally demonstrate the value of creating social 

interaction in the classroom, as well as how to best promote it in the classroom. 

Fourth, guided by the second research question, which asks what practices 

instructors use to promote social interaction within their classrooms, I asked subjects to 

contribute to a “best practices” list.  Many of the participants questioned the very nature 

of “best practices,” accusing the concept of narrowing or falsely leading the subjective, 

creative nature of teaching.  The results for the second question may be compromised due 

to varying beliefs about what constitutes a “best practice” and whether or not “best 

practices” have a role in effective instruction.  Also, this study does not definitively state 
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that certain socially interactive practices empirically affect students or the dynamic of a 

classroom environment. 

Fifth, it is possible that there is incongruence between what the participants 

discuss and their actual practice.  An ethnographic approach within the classroom would 

be able to further explore multiple dimensions of the findings of this study.  A recent 

study showed that there was a level of incongruence between the beliefs and behaviors of 

college instructors (Howe, 2011). 

Suggestions for Future Research 

 Due to the exploratory nature of this study, future research projects can 

investigate many possible directions.  This study does not definitively state that social 

interaction within the classroom is beneficial for students or instructors.  The following 

questions expose gaps in existing research, areas in need of both quantitative and 

qualitative inquiry:  

• Do students academically benefit from increased exposure to socially interactive 

first-term community college classrooms? 

• Do students persist longer or earn more credits following experiences within 

socially interactive first-term community college classrooms? 

• Do students feel an increased sense of belonging during membership within 

socially interactive first-term community college classrooms? 

• Is there evidence to suggest that practices outlined in this study beneficially 

enhance the students’ social experience or academic experience? 
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• Are there negative consequences for students exposed to socially interactive 

classrooms, including students who prefer independent learning? 

• How best can instructors create and implement socially interactive methods that 

ensure students are safe to express diverse views where fear of failure is 

mitigated? 

• Is it possible to isolate the effects of social interaction that is not content related 

(small talk, interpersonal familiarity, college-culture information sharing) from 

social interaction that is solely content driven (help with math problems, group 

projects)? 

• How can instructors better create an emotionally safe and comfortable 

environment for students? 

• How do socially interactive methods in the classroom enhance measures of 

engagement? 

• Are students exposed to socially interactive methods more successful in their 

other classes? 

• How do underrepresented students experience socially interactive environments? 

• How does social interaction in the classroom influence development in “non-

cognitive” areas such as self-efficacy, confidence, communication skills, 

emotional intelligence, goal setting, etc.? 

• Does classroom observation of practices promoting social interaction support the 

findings of this study? 
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Further scholarship is needed to discover how students are impacted by socially 

interactive instructional methods, and which methods offer substantial improvements to a 

student’s experience.  Possible studies include investigating the student experience 

through both qualitative (such as an ethnographic study of student experience) and 

quantitative methods (such as a quasi-experimental study of student persistence rates).   

Personal Reflection 

I have long held a perspective that education is something vastly more expansive 

than learning how to write a paper or solve a math problem, which is not to reduce the 

importance of those two achievements.  Students not only intellectually grow as their 

credit totals increase, they develop as individuals.  They are quite literally changed by the 

college experience: they have developed skills and traits that allow them to know 

themselves better, critically think and make decisions, and realize potential they 

previously thought themselves unable to access.  They become more effective, authentic 

people who are able to transcend barriers that previously appeared too high and too wide.  

Simply put, I believe in the power of education.  And, as a once-upon-a-time commuter 

student attending a community college, I have experienced this personal transformation.  

However, I believe too much of the community college experience promotes a sense of 

individualism, an isolation from the communities, networks, and teams that define much 

of our experiences as humans.  The “community” aspect of the community college 

experience is diminished and often unrealized. 

During a lecture I recently attended, Terry O’Bannon spoke about the need for 

every student to make at least one strong human connection on their first day of college.  
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This connection does not need to be an inevitable lifelong friend or future spouse, but this 

connection does need to symbolically communicate to the student that they belong and 

are welcome, that there is the potential to build a supportive peer community.  My 

community college experience as a commuter student allowed me to form those 

connections on campus, because I had the privilege of financial support that allowed me 

to stay on campus while other students worked or tended to family responsibilities.  For 

those students, I later discovered, developing connection was nearly impossible as they 

shuffled from home to job to lecture class to family obligations to studying.  In essence, 

they were disconnected from the most important part of the college experience.  We now 

know that these students can in fact develop connections inside the classroom, and it 

likely enhances every other aspect of their college experience, from academic 

performance to feeling they belong in an environment they previously thought 

unwelcoming. 

As I have moved away from a vocational dedication to instruction, and now spend 

much less time in the classroom (and more time and attention to the individual student 

experience through outreach, orientation, and advising), I feel that I have gained a new 

perspective of the classroom experience for students.  I more deeply see that the 

classroom symbolizes “college” in its entirety for many community college students 

(aside from the obvious time dedicated to studying, most likely at home).  This renewed 

and reaffirmed my dedication to this study: I want to learn how to best promote social 

interaction within the classroom and help influence faculty development.  Ultimately, I 

want to play a role in shaping the culture of the classroom, while helping to provide focus 
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on how to simply implement practices that enhance the social experience for community 

college students. 

 My goal was to bring enough personal awareness into the study to allow me to 

remove myself from personal investment in the outcome of the study.  While it was 

always my intention to remain totally open to the momentum and direction of the 

findings, I did carry biases into this study about the importance of social interaction, 

which shaped the very nature and direction of the inquiry in the first place.  However, I 

found it increasingly easier to remove my preconceived notions about how that should 

occur once I began interviewing faculty members.  Working on a project of this size is at 

times a seemingly insurmountable challenge.  However, I was fortunate enough to 

interview what I am certain are 13 of the most thoughtful and dedicated instructors 

community colleges have to offer.  They possessed the ability, knowledge, and 

charismatic passion for their vocation to make this experience exciting and satisfying on 

a level I never thought possible.  I personally learned instructional philosophies and 

techniques that instantly improved how I facilitate learning in my classes.  Not only that, 

I learned more about the student experience—how students feel vulnerable, unsafe, 

unwelcome, intimidated, humiliated, uncomfortable, etc.—in community college 

classrooms on a level I had not previously comprehended.  I owe that entirely to the study 

participants and how much they challenged my assumptions about students, pedagogy, 

and education as a profession.  I am deeply grateful for their participation.  Sadly, 

valuable information never made it to these pages.  I could have written many 

dissertations with the abundant information and insight they freely shared with me.  
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Although I could have reported an almost limitless amount of depth to support the 

findings of this study, I did my best to include every possible theme in an exhaustive 

attempt to compile answers for the research questions. 

Discussion Summary 

This discussion chapter served the purpose of reviewing this study’s findings in 

direct relation to the literature.  Also, this chapter provided an opportunity for exploring 

the study’s limitations, implications, and suggestions for further research.  Lastly, I 

included a personal reflection that sheds light on my biases and experiences that 

contributed to the completion of the study.  In an attempt to further answer and expose 

the trustworthiness of the findings for the two research questions of this study—(a) 

According to participating community college faculty, what is the value in promoting 

social integration in the first-term classroom? (b) What are practices used by community 

college faculty to promote social integration in the first-term classroom?—this chapter 

looked at the themes generated within the previous chapter.  Themes for the first research 

question, which addressed the value of social interaction, were (a) enhanced learning, (b) 

appealing atmosphere, (c) student development and growth, (d) membership in 

supportive community, (e) success, and (f) safety and comfort.  Themes for the second 

research question, which asked about the practices that promote social interaction, were 

(a) establishing social interaction early in the term, (b) emphasizing student names, (c) 

having defined instructional approach, (d) creating safety and comfort, and (e) connecting 

students.  I found that the literature contributes to the understanding of most of these 

topics, yet gaps exist in the current body of qualitative and quantitative studies, not to 
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mention scholarly theoretical input.  This study’s limitations included its lack of 

generalizability, not to mention its abstract definition of participant criteria beyond 

finding first-term community college instructors who have a reputation for promoting 

social interaction within their classes.  This chapter also included suggestions for future 

scholarship in areas that are current gaps in the literature, such as empirically 

investigating the possible benefits of social interaction for students.  The chapter 

concluded with suggestions for practice based on the data collected, and a personal 

reflection in which I addressed my beliefs about the importance of social interaction for 

students, and my experiences throughout the study. 
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Appendix A 

 

The following is a replica of the referral request email, with only the institution name 
omitted: 

Dear (Institution) Administrator or Department Chair, 
  
My name is William Butler-Paisley and I am a doctoral candidate at Oregon State 
University in the College of Education. I am conducing a research project that will 
culminate in a doctoral dissertation. 
  
I am contacting you because I am looking for interview subjects, and I am hoping that 
you will refer instructors who fit specific criteria. In particular, I am hoping to find 
instructors who have two characteristics: 
 
•     They are known for promoting socially interactive and inclusive environments 

within their classrooms 
•     They have experience instructing one or more of the following (institution) courses: 

Math 20, Math 60, Writing 90  (which are the three classes with the highest 
volume of FTIC students)  

 
The formal title of this study is Facilitating the Community College Social 
Experience: The Role of Faculty on Social Integration within the Classroom. The 
primary investigator for this study is Dr. Darlene Russ-Eft, who is a faculty member 
within the College of Education at Oregon State University. My dissertation advisor is 
Dr. Bruce Clemetsen, Vice President for Student Affairs at Linn-Benton Community 
College. 
  
If you choose to refer instructors to me, I will simply inform the instructor that he or she 
has been “referred,” and I will offer no further specifics. Also, because I must honor the 
confidentiality of the study participants, I will not be able to confirm whether or not the 
instructors choose or choose not to participate in the study. 
  
If you would like to refer names of instructors to participate in this study, or if you have 
any questions, please feel free to contact me at paisleyw@onid.orst.edu. 
  
Thank you for your consideration. 
  
William John Butler-Paisley 
Community College Leadership Program 
Oregon State University  
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Appendix B 

 

The following is a replica of the recruitment email, with only the institution name 
omitted: 

Dear (Instructor), 
 
My name is William Butler-Paisley and I am a doctoral candidate at Oregon State 
University in the College of Education. I am conducing a research project that will 
culminate in a doctoral dissertation. 
  
I would like to invite you to participate in a qualitative research study about the role of 
faculty in promoting social integration in the community college classroom. Data for this 
study will be collected by means of interview. The formal title of this study is 
Facilitating the Community College Social Experience: The Role of Faculty on 
Social Integration within Classroom. The primary investigator for this study is Dr. 
Darlene Russ-Eft, who is a faculty member within the College of Education at Oregon 
State University. 
  
I am contacting you because you have been referred to me by an administrator, 
department chair, or colleague. In particular, I am looking for participants who are faculty 
members (who instruct courses attended by first-term students) known to create a socially 
inclusive classroom environment. You are under no obligation to participate in this study 
and your participation or nonparticipation in this study is confidential. 
  
If you choose to participate in this study, your primary commitment will be an interview, 
which will take approximately an hour. There will be a secondary commitment in which I 
will ask you to review the transcript of the interview so that you can make additional 
comments. The recording of the interview will be sent to a transcription service that is 
professional and measures will be in place for protection of your confidentiality. 
  
If you would like to participate in this study, or if you have any questions, please feel free 
to contact me at paisleyw@onid.orst.edu. 
  
Thank you for your consideration. 
  
William John Butler-Paisley 
Community College Leadership Program 
Oregon State University  
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Appendix C 

 

Listed are the inquiries used during the interviews of study participants: 

• Tell me about your professional history as an instructor, including earned degrees, 

and if you teach full time or part time. 

• Why do you teach a course that is a common placement for first-term students? 

• What is your role as a faculty member in promoting social interactions among 

your students? 

• Why do you encourage students to socially interact with each other during your 

class time? 

• Why is it important to you, as an instructor, that students socially interact? 

• How have your thoughts about this emerged since you began teaching? 

• How do you create a classroom environment that is conducive for social 

interaction? 

• What are the techniques you use to facilitate social interaction among students in 

your class? 

• If you were to contribute to a list of “best practices” for creating a socially 

interactive classroom, what would they be?  

• What are the benefits to students of socially interacting with classmates? 

 

	  
 


